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Abstract 

Protestant Christianity first arrived in northern Siam in 1867, when the Rev. Daniel and 

Sophia McGilvary, American Presbyterian missionaries, moved their family to Chiang Mai, the 

chief city of the region, and founded a new mission, known as the "Laos Mission. After  a brief 

period of evangelistic success, the mission experienced a period of persecution and repression 

that severely limited its growth. It only slowly managed to establish itself on a permanent basis 

in a process that lasted until roughly 1880. In the course of its work, the mission failed to 

contextualize its message and methods, with the apparent result that only a relatively small 

number of northern Thais converted to Christianity. This study investigates the reasons behind 

the Laos Mission's rejection of contextualization. Its thesis is that the mission drew on a "system 

of meanings and doctrines" to shape its work, which system led it to shun contextualization, and 

that the writings of the Princeton circle of theologians hel p demonstrate the relationship of that 

system to missionary behavior and strategies. The Princeton Theology was related to the Laos 

Mission in two ways. First, the two leading members of the mission both graduated from 

Princeton Seminary, and their records  reveal generally close parallels with their mentors at 

Princeton. Second, the other pioneer members of the mission did not show such direct parallels, 

but their work and writings indicate that they shared Princeton's orthodox evangelical 

theological and ideological orientation.  

After discussing the historical background of the Laos Mission ( Chapter I) and its 

relationship to the Princeton Theology (Chapter II), the dissertation outlines the system of 

doctrines and meanings shared by the missionaries and Princeton theologians ( Chapter III). That 

system begins with a set of assumed theological principles drawn from Reformed 

confessionalism and Common Sense Philosophy, which pr inciples informed their piety and led 

them to emphasize the apologetical defense of their faith. Their shared system of doctrines and 

meanings was a closed, dualistic system that drew clear boundaries between truth and falsehood, 

faith and impiety, and Christianity and heathenism. It was a "scholastic" system that utilized an 

epistemological approach to establish its own ability to know God and the truth. A survey of the 

history of the mission's evangelistic and medical work (Chapter IV), work with its converts 

(Chapter V), and educational activities (Chapter VI) confirms the thesis of the dissertation. The 

Laos Mission carried out its work on the basis of a closed system of doctrines and meanings that 

encouraged it to preserve the Western, alien form and content of the Christian faith it brought 

with it from the United States.  
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Introduction 

 In April 1867, the Rev. Daniel and Sophia McGilvary, American Presbyterian 

missionaries, arrived in the city of Chiang Mai, northern Siam, to establish the "Laos 

Mission"[1] and thus initiate the Christian evangelization of the northern Thai people. Chiang 

Mai was the chief city of Siam's northern tributary states and heir to a long, honorable cultural 

tradition of its own, one stretching back several centuries to the days of the Lan Na Kingd om.[2] 

The McGilvarys took with them a large assortment of bags, boxes, and cases containing nearly 

all of the goods and supplies that they would need for many months to come. They also carried 

along a good deal of "mental baggage" that included their Amer ican and Presbyterian worldview, 

values, beliefs, and attitudes; it is that mental baggage and that of their colleagues in the Laos 

Mission that concerns us here.  

 In amongst the mental baggage the McGilvarys and those who followed them took with 

them to Chiang Mai was a contradiction, a paradox that has puzzled at least some scholars and 

church dignitaries for nearly a century. The Presbyterians moved to Chiang Mai with the 

intention of converting the northern Thai to Christianity, but they carried out tha t task in a way 

that emphasized the differences and strangeness of their faith. They believed that the eternal fate 

of the northern Thai depended on converting them to the Protestant faith, and yet the 

missionaries preserved and even emphasized the alien nature of their message. Why? Maen 

Pongudom points out, moreover, that the attitudes and strategies used by the Laos Mission also 

stand in sharp contrast to those of the early church, which frequently embraced its cultural 

contexts rather than rejecting them.[3] It seems so commonplace in our day of cross -cultural 

advertising, thus, that one shapes messages to fit contexts that we cannot but term a message that 

eschews and even defies its cultural context as paradoxical, contradictory, and enigmatic -

whether by the standards of ancient ecclesiastical or modern commercial practices.  

 These questions concerning missionary policies and behavior in northern Siam call 

attention not only to the Presbyterian missionaries' mental baggage itself, but also and most 

especially the cognitive sources of that baggage. The missionaries evidently acted on the basis of 

certain ideas and attitudes that shaped their practice of missions. It is the purpose of this study to 

explore those cognitive sources of missionary behavior in northern Siam and discover the link 

between missionary thought and behavior that emerged from them, a link that has remained 

unclear in spite of the work of several scholars described below. It is not even clear what those 

sources might be. To anticipate our thesis, this study will argue that missionary praxis in 

northern Siam grew out of the missionaries' "system of doctrines and meanings," which system 

they brought with them from the United States.  

 The question before us in this study, then, is that of t he Presbyterian missionary practice 

of missions in northern Siam. Kosuke Koyama's brief, winsome 1967 article entitled, 

"Aristotelian Pepper and Buddhist Salt," reflects on the anti -contextual enigma implied in the 

manner of the founding of the Laos Mission. Writing an "open letter" to the long-deceased Dr. 

McGilvary, Koyama explains to him that McGilvary's spiritual and intellectual influence still 

suffused the churches of the North, and he asks, "I have become, then, curious to know whether 

your audience understood your preaching or not, if you will pardon me for asking." Koyama, 



himself a missionary in Chiang Mai, asks because, "In my ministry here today I am forced to see 

how thoroughly strange and unrealistic-how 'western'-is the Christian vocabulary to the ears of 

my Thai neighbors!" In the face of the strangeness of the missionary message, he adds, northern 

Thai Christians had flavored missionary religion with heavy doses of their own local cultures, 

which fact only compounds his puzzlement concerning the way in which the missionaries 

originally presented their message.[4] Why did the Presbyterians present Christianity in a 

strange, unrealistic way that had to be reinterpreted culturally? Why introduce the Christian 

message in forms and ways that were overtly alien to the northern Thai and made reception of 

that message extremely difficult even when reinterpreted?  

 Others have asked similar questions, well before Koyama. It was no secret that the people 

of Siam generally found in Protestantism a distinctly uninteresting and unpopular religious 

system. Few of them, relative to the size of the population, converted. The missionaries in the 

North frequently blamed the small number of converts on the character flaws of the northern 

Thai themselves and the supposedly negative influence of Buddhism on them.[5] Secular 

scholars, when they consider the matter at all, point to a number of discrete historical factors.[6] 

The majority of commentators have focused, however, on precisely the poi nt raised by Koyama: 

missionary Christianity was "packaged" in a manner profoundly alien to the life and thought of 

the northern Thai people. Writing in 1928, Prince Damrong Rajanubhab, the Minister of the 

Interior and a leading voice in the Thai government, argued that it was the nineteenth-century 

missionaries' aggressive, negative attitudes towards Buddhism that led to their failure to interest 

the Thai people generally in Christianity.[7] They found the missionary message too alien, too 

antagonizing. A 1931 report to the American Presbyterian Mission in Siam agreed. It stated 

bluntly that Presbyterians had introduced Christianity into Siam as a "Western cultural system" 

intent on "de-nationalizing" and "de-culturalizing" those who converted to Christiani ty. The 

report concluded, "The Siamese Church cannot grow either outwardly or inwardly until it begins 

upon a definite program of acculturalization." And, again, "The Church cannot grow until it 

becomes a part of the life of the people."[8] A prominent leader of the Thai Church before World 

War II, the Rev. Pluang Sudikham, expressed similar sentiments. He criticized the predominantly 

Presbyterian foreign missionaries for the way they introduced Christianity into Siam, for their 

attacks on Buddhism, and for the difficult situation in which Thai Christians found themselves as 

a result. People generally considered it "un-Thai," he lamented, to convert to Christianity.[9]  

 Maen Pongudom's groundbreaking dissertation on Presbyterian missionary apologetics in 

Thailand agrees with Pluang that negative missionary attitudes concerning Buddhism had a 

substantial negative impact on their introduction of the Christian faith into Siam.[10] He 

attributes those attitudes to the missionaries' assumption that the Thai people , as "heathens," 

lived in darkness and despair and consequently showed almost no interest in actually studying 

Buddhism, let alone the religious condition of the Thai people. Maen concludes that the 

Presbyterians met with only very limited success in their  evangelistic endeavors because they 

were ignorant of the religion and religious life of the nation. They were ignorant because they 

chose to be ignorant, believing that a vast gulf stands between Christianity and Buddhism; they 

intended only to destroy Buddhism, not understand it.[11]  

 Philip Hughes argues along lines that complement and expand on Maen's thesis. Looking 

at Presbyterian missionary evangelism in northern Siam as a communication process, he argues 

that the missionaries' message of sin and forgiveness through Christ "…has not been heard as 

Good News by most northern Thai people. What they have heard has sounded to them like some 

strange, foreign ideas."[12] The Presbyterian missionaries in northern Siam, Hughes observes, 

communicated the Christian message by portraying northern Thai society as evil, removing their 

converts from the larger society, and forbidding them from having anything to do with 

indigenous religious life.[13] As a part of the total communication process, they attempted to 



introduce an entirely new religion based on the "forms and patterns they knew in their home 

churches in the West." The result was a church that appeared and sounded markedly Western and 

foreign, and, while some northern Thais accepted this new religion in spi te of its foreign nature, 

most did not.[14] The missionaries failed, Hughes concludes, to communicate their message in 

culturally appropriate ways that the northern Thai could understand and accept. They failed to 

persuade the northern Thai that Christiani ty is the answer to their problems. The people found 

the missionaries' analysis of their own life -situation unconvincing because the Christian message 

failed to start with their own worldview.[15]  

 Maen and Hughes point to three important lessons for the s tudy of early Presbyterian 

missionary work in northern Siam: First, the study of missionary apologetical proclamation has 

to start with the missionaries themselves. The answer to the question of why so few northern 

Thais converted to Christianity must focus on the Laos Mission's work rather than some 

supposed defect in the northern Thai people themselves, such as claimed by some missionaries 

(above). Second, the key to understanding missionary strategies and methods in northern Siam 

will not be found on the field; whatever it was that caused the missionaries to behave as they did 

was something they brought with them from the United States. Third, missionary thinking 

provides an important key to missionary behavior. Two more recent studies, one in Thai histor y 

and the other in northern Thai missionary history underscore this third point. Tongchai 

Winichakul's study of "mapping" in historical Siam demonstrates how Western conceptions of 

boundaries and space have influenced modern Thailand's understanding of Tha i space.[16] My 

own investigation into the influence of Western dualism on northern Thai missions suggests the 

power fundamental Western conceptions had on missionary thinking.[17] If one wants to 

understand, in sum, why the Laos Mission conducted its evan gelism in a way that seems to have 

been counter-productive, turning our attention to the American sources of missionary thinking 

offers a hopeful avenue for further study.  

 Investigating the sources of missionary thought, however, faces one serious obstacl e; the 

records of the Laos Mission do not clearly reveal the nature of those sources. Mission records 

contain a great deal of religious language, most of it not particularly insightful and certainly not 

systematic, but they do not provide overt links to pa rticular schools of theology or ways of 

thinking. Michael Coleman's study of nineteenth-century Presbyterian missionary attitudes 

towards Native Americans deals with records of the same type as those of the Laos Mission and 

wrestles with the same problem of how to establish links between missionary thought and 

behavior. Coleman attributes missionary attitudes to the "Princeton Theology," a highly 

influential, conservative nineteenth-century American Presbyterian theology most fully 

articulated by a series of theologians at Princeton Theological Seminary.[18] He points out, 

however, that the theology he finds in Presbyterian missionary records is a "stripped -down" or a 

"simplified" version of the Princeton system, which the missionaries themselves alluded to only 

haphazardly and infrequently. Those records do not contain the full, carefully thought out 

dogmatic theology of the Princeton circle of theologians.[19]  

 Given these limitations in the missionary record, one is left with the question of how to 

move from documents recording missionary behavior to the sources of their thinking and, 

finally, to that behavior itself. Historians in many fields of study in recent decades have shown 

more and more interest in the links between thought and action, seeing in tho se links an 

opportunity to gain a sharper understanding of the course of history itself. They have come to 

realize that words and concepts do not amount to simple, transparent expressions of reality; they 

are, rather, artifacts of culture that have a powerful influence on virtually every facet of human 

existence. Words and ideas frequently contain deeper levels of meaning that lie hidden beneath 

our overt use of language. At that deeper, semi-hidden level, they both interpret and shape 

experiences according to precepts that are generally little understood by the people who hold 



them.[20] The widely used shorthand term for these systems of overt as well as covert meaning 

is "ideology." Having lost most of its Marxist connotations, "ideology" has become an 

organizing concept for studying the connection between belief and behavior, between rhetoric 

and reality. Ideologies, in contrast to formal thought systems, mobilize emotions, structure 

opinions, and play a key role in determining aversions, enthusiasms, comm itments, and 

prejudices. They comprise "value orientations." The concept of ideology has allowed historians 

to see thinking as a social activity and to appropriate the view of Weber and Berger that 

meanings are socially constructed.[21] Ideology, in sum, i s a social phenomenon. It is the 

systems of meanings, the clusters of thought that groups of people share and express in many 

different ways, not the least important of which are patterns of behavior. The vast majority of 

people and their cultures, however, are not even aware of the fact that reality in its most 

meaningful part is socially constructed. They consider their own systems of beliefs and values to 

be a part of the very structure of reality itself and, frequently, to be divinely inspired. 

Sociologists call this process of transformation, "reification," the social process of converting 

socially constructed ideas into ideologies.[22]  

 Ideologies tend to be both obscure and powerful, their power being a function of their 

obscurity. Coleman did not avail himself of the concept of ideology, but his sense that an 

obscure form of the Princeton Theology lies at the heart of missionary thinking hints at and 

assumes an ideological link between the Princeton Theology and Presbyterian missionary 

ideology. A similar hint appears in the records of the Laos Mission, which habitually use 

religious language and theological concepts to describe and analyze even the most mundane 

events in a form strikingly similar to what historians call ideology. If we are correct in linking 

Princeton to missionary ideology, insights gained from the Princeton Theology may well provide 

an important window on the sources of missionary behavior in northern Siam. Such insights will 

help us to clarify what is otherwise obscure.  

 One cannot argue, however, that the Princeton Theology caused the members of the Laos 

Mission to behave in certain ways. Such an argument would be extremely difficult to prove and 

entail endless difficulties in trying to tie specific doctrines to specific actions. Th e value of the 

Princeton Theology for understanding the work of the Laos Mission lies, rather, in the 

possibility that Princeton articulated in systematic fashion a line of theological reflection that 

parallels missionary behavior and thus helps us to unde rstand the general nature of missionary 

thought, which was less articulate and systematic. The Princeton circle's voluminous writings, 

that is, potentially clarify and give order to what is unclear and lacking order in the Laos 

Mission's records so that one can use Princeton to "unpack" the otherwise obscure ideological 

sources of missionary behavior in northern Siam. To that end, this dissertation explores the links 

between the Princeton Theology and Presbyterian missionary behavior in several steps. Chapt er 

One provides background information necessary to understanding the situation of the mission 

and its historical and theological contexts. Chapter Two demonstrates that clear parallels exist 

between Princeton's theology and missionary thinking. Chapter Th ree describes in some detail 

key theological concepts in the Princeton Theology that help us understand the mission's thought 

and subsequent behavior. Chapters Four through Six study a series of important events in the 

formation of the Laos Mission from the perspective of those concepts with an eye to 

demonstrating the relationship between missionary thought and their practice of missions.  

 The study of the Laos Mission's thought and behavior in light of the Princeton Theology 

requires one important conceptual adjustment. However ideological the mission's records may 

appear is some respects, they are at least as theological as they are ideological. With this 

observation in mind, we will generally use the phrase "system of doctrines and meanings" in 

place of the term ideology because it is  impossible to separate the mission's (covert) ideological 

from its (overt) theological expression in any meaningful way. One might argue that, to a degree, 



the Laos Mission's system of doctrines and meanings was theological in content and ideological 

in form, but even this observation involves making difficult distinctions between what is 

"content" and what is "form" and how form influences content and vice versa. In practice, the 

mission expressed its theology ideologically and its ideology theologically to the extent that they 

formed one system of theological doctrines and ideological meanings. That is to say, the Laos 

Mission's behavior was not based entirely on a semi -covert, unconscious system of meanings; it 

was also informed quite consciously by the missionaries' theological system of doctrines, hence 

the phrase "system of doctrines and meanings," also frequently rendered as "system of meanings 

and doctrines." 

 The crucial period in Laos Mission history for the study of its system of doctrines and 

meanings is the mission's pioneer era, 1867-1880. There are several reasons for selecting this 

historical period. First, the evidential record for that era is itself rich in sources that are 

particularly reflective of missionary thought. Second, during those years the mission passed 

through a series of significant events that left an indelible mark on its later development, making 

the connection between the mission's system of meanings and doctrines and its behavior clearly 

discernible. Third, the mission's cognitive system was in and of itself notably resistant to 

change, which is to say that its initial structure remained influential throughout the history of the 

mission. Finally, the mission's weak, almost inconsequential admin istrative structures created a 

sense of inertia in the mission's later years that reinforced and highlighted the significance of its 

pioneer era.[23] 

 This dissertation argues, then, that  the Princeton Theology provides substantial insights 

into the system of doctrines and meanings of the Laos Mission, which system comprised a key 

source of missionary behavior in northern Siam during the years from 1867 to 1880 . To make its 

case, the dissertation uses two sets of primary data. The first set is the records o f the Laos 

Mission, primarily up to 1880. The second set is the theological writings of the Princeton circle 

of theologians, emphasizing the period before the American Civil War.  

 The motivation for this study was the perception that, if successful, it wil l contribute to a 

better understanding of the origins and development of the former Presbyterian churches of 

northern Thailand that today belong to the Church of Christ in Thailand. The goal is to carry the 

lines of academic investigation begun by Maen in the 1970s and Hughes and myself  in the 1980s 

an important step further. It has become clear, furthermore, that this dissertation also offers 

insights into the ways in which Western missionaries introduced Western theology and ideology 

into an Asian church setting, background insights potentially useful to the development of Thai 

and Asian contextual theologies. It affords historians of Thailand, more generally, with an 

increased understanding of the ideologies that contributed to Presbyterian missionary 

modernization, an important secondary agent of nineteenth-century Thai social change. This 

study also provides insights for those studying the role of the Laos Mission in Bangkok's moves 

to integrate its northern dependencies into the Siamese state. From the view point of American 

Presbyterian Church history and the study of nineteenth -century American evangelicalism, 

furthermore, this dissertation sheds light on the ways in which American religious ideology and 

theology influenced the thinking and behavior of  "typical" adherents. The central focus of our 

attention, however, will remain steadily on the role missionary systems of doctrines and 

meanings played in the formation of the church in northern Siam.  

 In light of this central focus, it should be noted, br iefly, what this dissertation is not about 

as well as what it is about. It is  not a comparative study relating Presbyterian work in other 

fields to that in northern Siam. The purpose of this dissertation, as stated before, is to investigate 

Presbyterian missionary behavior specifically in northern Siam, a subject sufficiently broad, 

complex, and important to deserve investigation in its own right. The lack of comparable 



investigations of other Asian Presbyterian fields, furthermore, renders the use of compa rative 

data problematic and questionable. This study is also  not an exercise in missionary biography. 

Biographical material, such as is available, has been utilized only as it contributes to the 

dissertation's main lines of argument. This dissertation, aga in, is not a narrative history of the 

Laos Mission and it is  not an institutional history of the mission, which means that many 

"interesting" details of that mission's history and its institutional development are included here 

only as they are relevant to  our thesis. This work is not about the northern Thai church; 

it is about the Laos Mission. It is  not about what has happened since 1880, and later 

developments are mentioned only as they shed light on the mission's pioneer era.  
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responsive. Dr. Don Swearer and Peter Wallace shared their comments on and advice regarding 
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overall structure of the dissertation; John Olson,  Marilyn Olson, Bryan Green, and Neela 

Swanson helped proofread the final draft.  
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Introduction  

 The question before us in this dissertation concerns the Laos Mission's practice of 

missions during its pioneer period, 1867-1880. Why, most particularly, did it use strategies and 

methods that proved ineffective evangelistically? The question itself is relatively simple, but the 

answer involves a complex set of historical and ideological -theological contexts that require 

some description before it can be addressed directly. The immediate historical conte xt included 

the pre-history of the Laos Mission, the history of northern Siam, and the history of the 

Presbyterian Church U. S. A. (PCUSA). The larger theological and ideological context also 

comprised three key elements: Reformed confessionalism, Scottish  Common Sense Philosophy, 

and American evangelicalism. It was from within this complex, interlocking set of contexts that 

the Laos Mission created its early mission program. 

The Historical Context  

 The Laos Mission, when founded in April 1867, stood at the  confluence of three historical 

streams. The first of these included both the early history of Protestant missions in Siam and the 

particular sequence of events that led to the founding of the Laos Mission itself. The second 

historical stream comprised the rich and varied history of the northern Thai principalities, 

including most especially Chiang Mai-a history that has still received less scholarly attention 

than it deserves. The final historical stream, the history of American Presbyterianism, flowed 

into the North from halfway around the globe and, for that reason, is not usually understood to 

be relevant to the world of central and northern Siam.  It was. 

The Founding of the Laos Mission  

 Three dates stand out as defining moments in the pre -history of the Laos Mission. In 1567, 

the first two Christian missionaries, Catholic Dominicans, reached the city of Ayutthaya and 



thereby initiated formal Christian missions in what is now modern-day Thailand.[1] In 1828, two 

representatives of the London Missionary Society (LMS) arrived in Bangkok, marking the advent 

of the Protestant missionary movement in Siam.[2] Just twelve years later, in 1840, the American 

Presbyterians landed their first missionary couple, the Rev. William and Seignoria Buell, in 

Bangkok. By the 1860s, the Presbyterians had established themselves as the dominant Protestant 

missionary presence in Siam, a role they continued to play until a fter the Second World War.  

 Of these three dates, the first is the least relevant to this study. Missionary P rotestantism 

and Catholicism in Siam evinced highly antagonistic attitudes towards each other and went their 

separate ways with a minimum of contac t.[3] The arrival of the first Protestant missionaries in 

1828 was much more significant. Although the LMS remained for only a brief period, 

representatives of two other mission agencies, the American Board of Commissioners for 

Foreign Missions (ABCFM) and the American Baptist Foreign Missionary Union (ABFMU), 

arrived in the 1830s and put Protestant missions in S iam on a permanent footing. Bertha 

McFarland points out that the early Presbyterians depended on the assistance and support of 

these other two missions to the point that the Presbyterian Siam Mission could be seen as a 

branch grafted onto their efforts.[4] All three of these early Protestant missions, including the 

Presbyterians, worked under serious disadvantages, particularly climate, travel, and o fficial 

opposition to their stated goal of evangelizing the Thai people. Eventually, both the American 

Board and the Baptists withdrew from Siam to pursue work in China. The Presbyterians also 

nearly left, but the accession of King Mongkut to the throne in  1851 brought a beneficial 

reversal of government policy towards Christian missions.[ 5] By the 1860s, the Presbyterians 

were firmly established in Bangkok and had begun their expansion into the hinterlands.  

 From the very beginning, the Protestant missionaries hoped to establish mission stations 

beyond the confines of Bangkok itself, but Thai government policies and the realities of working 

in Siam prevented them from doing so until after 1860. They focused most of these early hopes 

for expansion on Siam's northern interior.[6] Dr. Dan Beach Bradley, the leading Protestant 

missionary in Siam during the nineteenth century, took the first concrete steps towards founding 

a northern Siam mission. He developed contacts with northern princes vis iting Bangkok,[7] 

including the Prince of Chiang Mai, Chao Kawilorot, and he also visited resettled Laotians from 

northeastern Siam, who were living near Phet Buri, south of Bangkok. These experiences led him 

in 1860 and 1861 to propose to his sending board, the American Missionary Association (AMA), 

that they fund the establishment of a "Laos Mission." The AMA responded sympatheti cally, but 

it did not have the financial resources to undertake such a project and turned down his 

request.[8] 

 Although Bradley himself did not found a mission among the northern Thai, his daughter, 

Sophia, and her Presbyterian missionary husband, the Rev . Daniel McGilvary, caught his vision 

and made it a reality. Through the good offices of Dr. Bradley, McGilvary established his own 

contacts both with the northern princes, again particularly Chao Kawilorot of Chiang Mai, and 

the Laotian war captives of Phet Buri.[9] Repeated invitations from a government official in Phet 

Buri eventually led the McGilvarys and another missionary co uple to found the Phet Buri Station 

in June 1861.[10] McGilvary later stated that his most pleasant memories of Phet Buri "clust er 

about scenes in Lao villages." He affirmed that, "My labours among them increased the desire, 

already awakened in me, to reach the home of the race."[11] He took another important step in 

that direction when his classmate at Princeton Seminary, the Rev.  Jonathan Wilson, joined him 

on an exploratory trip of northern Siam, reaching Chiang Mai on 7 January 1864. The city 

impressed McGilvary as being neat and regular, progressive, and law -abiding, and the people 

seemed to him more sincerely religious than the central Thai. He assessed Chao Kawilorot's rule 

as firm but not tyrannical, and he felt well satisfied with what he saw in Chi ang Mai. The 

prospect of a Laos Mission excited him more than ever. He believed that the Presbyterian 



missionaries had received a special, providential "call" to occupy Chiang Mai, and he all but 

begged the church in America to see that the present moment,  1864, was "God's time" and God's 

time was the best time for action. A whole nation, a race depended on that action.[ 12] 

 Mission time proved to be slower than God's time. Sophia McGilvary fell ill. The Siam 

Mission found itself shorthanded, a common exper ience in its early years. Financial resources 

were slim. It even appeared that the McGilvarys would not be involved in the openi ng of a 

station in Chiang Mai because of the shortage of personnel in the Siam Mission. All of this 

caused McGilvary some discouragement, but by July 1866 prospects for the proposed northern 

mission improved. It was clear that the McGilvarys were the only ones available for the North, 

McGilvary's spirits lifted, and, as Sophia put it, the "old desire has returned and taken possessi on 

of Daniel."[13] 

 After years of waiting, when the opportunity came at the end of August 1866 to open the 

new mission in Chiang Mai, it came with a rush. Chao Kawilorot, the Prince of Chiang Mai, was 

in Bangkok at that time on what appeared to be an extended visit, and McGilvary had planned to 

go up to Bangkok one day to get Kawilorot's official permission for a mission to Chiang  Mai. He 

saw no need to hurry. The matter that brought Kawilorot to Bangkok, however, was settled more 

quickly than expected, and he planned to return to Chiang Mai much sooner than anticipated.[ 14] 

When that news reached Phet Buri at the end of August, it  set McGilvary in motion. He rushed to 

Bangkok, a two-day trip, where he arrived on Tuesday evening, 28 August 1866, and lodged with 

his in-laws, the Bradleys.[15] They agreed that evening that the McGilvarys should go to Chiang 

Mai, and Dr. Bradley accompanied McGilvary when he went to see Chao Kawilorot the next 

morning. The Prince stated he felt quite willing to have the McGilva rys move to Chiang Mai and 

offered them both land and timber for a house. That same Wednesday, in the evening, McGilvary 

met with a hastily called session of the Siam Mission and received formal permission to 

withdraw from Phet Buri and establish a new sta tion in Chiang Mai. He next consulted with the 

U.S. Consul in Bangkok, who consented to write a formal letter requesting the Ban gkok 

government's permission for the McGilvary family to take up residence in Chiang Mai.[ 16] 

Obtaining that permission proved to be the most difficult hurdle of all. A high government 

representative first visited Chao Kawilorot on Saturday, 8 September 18 66-with McGilvary and 

others in tow-to ascertain his feelings officially, and then the government had to process the 

paperwork before everything was official. Finally, however, the Bangkok government gave 

permission for the McGilvarys to move to Chiang Mai .[17] All that remained was the trip upriver 

to Chiang Mai. The McGilvarys left Bangkok on 3 January 1867. Plans called for the Wilsons to 

leave the following dry season.[18] Bradley's vision and McGilvary's "old desire" for a northern 

mission was about to become a reality.  

The North  

 Northern Siam in 1867, when the McGilvarys first arrived, was divided into five tributary 

states, each known by the name of its chief city and separated from its sister states by mountains 

and forest. The mountainous geography of the region allowed each of the states -Chiang Mai, 

Lamphun, Lampang, Phrae, and Nan-to enjoy considerable independence from the Bangkok 

government and each other. The people were mostly rural peasants, who cultivated rice, engaged 

in some trade, and enjoyed a degree of personal freedom because of a scarcity of labor.[ 19] 

 Although something of a backwater in the 1860s, Chiang Mai and the other cities of the 

North had a proud tradition that dated back some six hundred years. Recorded history began in 

the region in the eighth century when the Mon first introduced "higher" civilization, their capital 

and cultural center being Haripunjaya, the modern Lamphun. The northern Thai appeared in the 

region at some time in about the twelfth century.[20] They belonged to the great family of Tai 



peoples that has since spread itself from Ahom in northeast India through parts of Burma and 

southern China to modern day Thailand, Laos, and northern Vietnam. Little is known about the 

early history of the Tai, including the northern Thai, before the thirteenth century. They seem to 

have been an upland people living in small city-states (muang) on the fringes of the great 

Southeast Asian empires of their day. They were already Theravada Buddhists who had religious 

links with Singhalese Buddhism. During the thirteenth century, a group of Tai states emerged 

including, prominently, the Kingdom of Lan Na ( lan na meaning "a million rice fields"), founded 

by King Mangrai beginning in 1259 when he became king of Chiang Saen. Mangrai cre ated a 

large unified state through the conquest of his neighbors, culminating in the capture of 

Haripunjaya in 1281. In 1296, he began construction of his chiang mai , his "New City," which 

became the capital of the Lan Na Kingdom.[21] Later generations revered him as a great 

lawgiver and the author of the mangraisat , the laws of Mangrai.[22] 

 After Mangrai died in 1317, the Lan Na Kingdom experienced dizzying rounds of advance 

and decline, at times reaching the heights of cultural renaissance while at other  times 

succumbing to political turmoil.[23] The kingdom went into permanent decline after King 

Mueang Kao's death in 1526, partly because of the failings of the rulers who followed him and 

partly because of the rising power of Burma. The Burmese successful ly captured Chiang Mai in 

1558, ending Lan Na independence. The region entered into more than two centuries of chaos as 

increasingly harsh Burmese rule led to numerous revolts, to the point that by the early eighteenth 

century political, social, and economic dislocation rendered the Lan Na cultural heritage a 

shadow of its former greatness.[24] For much of the eighteenth century a reduced Chiang Mai 

state retained a semblance of independence, although the rest of the northern Thai states 

remained firmly under Burmese control. Chiang Mai and Lampang finally won permanent 

freedom from Burma in 1776 with the aid of King Taksin of Siam;  but it was not until 1804 that 

northern Thai forces finally evicted the Burmese permanently from all five northern states.[ 25] 

 With the defeat of the Burmese by the combined forces of the North and Bangkok, the five 

states became semi-independent tributaries (prathetsarat) of Siam, and one man, Chao Kawila of 

Lampang, emerged as the dominant political power in the North. He becam e the Prince of Chiang 

Mai and with his six brothers, known collectively as the "Seven Princes," directl y ruled Chiang 

Mai, Lamphun, and Lampang. The Seven Princes initiated a period of restoration under Kawila's 

leadership that included, notably, raids on  and wars with neighboring peoples with the aim of 

"importing" captive populations into the North to re -populate its depleted countryside. In this 

new era, family and personal rather than bureaucratic relationships ruled northern Thai life, and 

local leaders and the common people enjoyed a large measure of independence and security. For 

the next century the clan of the Seven Princes dominated northern Thai politics and provided the 

region with badly needed stability.[26] 

 Nineteenth-century northern Thai society was a hierarchical society based on patron -client 

relationships and divided into four large classes: rulers (chao), peasants (phrai), slaves and 

subject peoples, and the monkhood. These classes, other than the monks, appear to have also 

been somewhat loosely defined. Every phrai, in any event, owed allegiance and free labor, 

corvée, to one chao or another on a regular basis. Members of the families of the Seven Princes 

occupied the higher ranks of the chao in several of the states.[ 27] By the 1860s, the five northern 

Thai tributary states had for some fifty years or more enjoyed a measure of peace, cult ural 

resurgence, and economic growth.[28] They maintained extensive relations with other regions, 

and northern Thai traders evidently ranged far and wid e across that larger region. They had also 

begun to experience the first tremors of the even greater eco nomic, political, and social changes 

to come, and the Bangkok government was beginning to take a more active hand in the 

appointing of the northern princes-even for Chiang Mai. British lumbermen began to move into 

the North more aggressively, bringing with  them important economic changes. The Presbyterian 



missionaries in the 1860s and 1870s were themselves heralds of and participants in these great 

changes that have been variously labeled by historians as the "modernization," "Westernization," 

"centralization," "Siamese-ization," or even "bureaucratization" of northern Siam.  

 When the McGilvary family arrived in Chiang Mai in April 1867, then, they found t he city 

in a stable, perhaps even prosperous condition. The relatively benign political system of 

interlocking personal relationships dominated by the extended families of the Seven Princes was 

still in effect, and Chao Kawilorot, the son of Chao Kawila, r uled the city with a strong 

hand.[29] On hindsight, it is clear that the city had already entered a new period in its history, 

one that would see it fully incorporated into the Siamese nation -state. The combination of local 

stability and the increasing influence of Bangkok allowed them to surf the waves of repression 

they sometimes experienced from the Chiang Mai government and to establish themselves, by 

1880, as permanent fixtures.  

The Presbyterians  

 The Laos Mission was an American Presbyterian mission, representing a theological and 

institutional tradition that historians trace back to the Protestant Refo rmation in Switzerland, 

particularly but not exclusively to the work and thought of John Calvin (1509 -1564). The 

"Reformed" tradition of Calvin and others soon spread into several other parts of Europe, most 

notably France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Br itain, and in the course of things it flowed 

through these nations into colonial America. English Puritanism, Scottish Presbyterianism, and 

Scotch-Irish Presbyterianism formed the dominant sources of the colonial American Presbyterian 

Church.[30] Churches of a Presbyterian persuasion began to appear on Long Island in the 1640s, 

and by 1700, a growing number of such congregations, made up of New England as  well as 

British immigrants, were scattered across the Middle Colonies and into the upper South. Under 

the leadership of the Rev. Francis Makemie, these churches formed the Presbytery in 1706 and 

then in 1716 reorganized themselves as the General Synod, comprising three presbyteries.  

 During the 1720s, the Presbyterians entered a period of increasing tension  that found its 

clergy divided into several factions over a number of related issues. Those issues included 

whether or not clergy had to "subscribe" formally to the Westminster Confession of Faith, the 

rights of the Synod to control who preached in the local churches, the educational and spiritual 

qualifications for the clergy, and the role of the laity in church life. By the 1730s, these disputes 

were taking place in the context of a controversial colonial revivalist movement in which certain 

Presbyterian clergy played a key role in the Middle Colonies. Matters came to a head in the early 

1740s when a faction of revivalist, or "New Side," Presbyterians wi thdrew from the Synod to be 

joined in 1745 by another group of churches to form the Synod of New York. T he "Old Side" 

retained control of what became known as the Synod of Philadelphia. The two Synods reunited in 

1758 as the Synod of New York and Philadelphia.[31] In the midst of these events, New Side 

leaders founded the College of New Jersey (Princeton University) in 1746; the college struggled 

under a succession of presidents until it finally achieved stability under the Rev. John 

Witherspoon (1723-1794), a widely known and respected Scottish pastor who became the 

college's president in 1768. Witherspoon proved to be a moderating influence among American 

Presbyterians and became the most singly prominent Presbyterian leader in the later colonial 

era.[32] 

 In spite of the many difficulties colonial Presbyterians experienced in the last three 

decades of the eighteenth century due to the American Revolution (1776-1781) and its aftermath, 

the Presbyterian Church emerged from that century as the largest and mos t influential American 

religious body outside of New England. In 1789, it reconstituted the Synod as the  General 

Assembly of the Presbyterian Church in the United States of America (PCUSA), comprising four 



synods and 16 presbyteries. The Presbyterians lost  their numerical preeminence in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century for a number of reasons incl uding PCUSA's general coolness 

toward "hot" revivalism and its failure to provide adequate pastoral oversight for frontier 

churches. Even so, the denomination did grow rapidly,[33] strengthened its institutional 

structures, and in 1812 took an important st ep towards increasing the number of trained clergy 

by founding Princeton Theological Seminary.  

 The nineteenth century brought new tensions, ones that would fundamentally influence the 

Laos Mission itself. Early in the century, the PCUSA had developed an a lliance in frontier 

regions with the New England Congregationalists, a relationship that threatened to shift the 

theological demographics of the denomination away from the traditionalist "Old School" toward 

the theologically somewhat more innovative "New School." The PCUSA's reliance on a set of 

national, non-denominational voluntary associations controlled by the Congregationalist -New 

School "alliance" to carry out various ecclesiastical outreach and educational functions 

reinforced Old School fears of a growing trend in theological laxity. Those associations included 

the ABCFM, the American Sunday School Union, the American Education Society, the America n 

Home Missionary Society, and numerous other national, state, and local associations. By the 

1830s, the Old School was up in arms over these perceived dangers to the theological orthodoxy 

and purity of the PCUSA; and after some years of theological tensio n and agitation it obtained a 

majority in the 1837 General Assembly, abrogated cooperation with the Cong regationalists, and 

voted to excise four New School-dominated synods. Other presbyteries and local churches joined 

with the exiled synods to form a New School General Assembly, which claimed to be the 

legitimate PCUSA. After 1837, thus, there were two Presbyterian denominations each using the 

name of PCUSA.[34] Among the most important acts of the 1837 Old School General Assembly, 

after it expelled the New School, was the formation of a new Board of Foreign Missions as one 

of several major agencies of the church.[35] The Siam Mission and Laos Mission were both 

agencies of the Old School church and board.  

 For the next quarter of a century the Old and New S chool churches went their separate 

ways while the vast, sad crisis over slavery increasingly dominated t he United States' national 

agenda. The issue split most of the major Protestant denominations as well as the whole of 

society, but the Old School General Assembly preserved its unity until the Civil War broke out 

in 1861, at which time its southern synods and presbyteries left to form the Presbyterian Church 

in the Confederate States of America.[36] That split would last for more than a century. Even as 

the American Civil War drove Northern and Southern Presbyterians apart, however, the passage 

of time slowly brought the northern Old School and New School churches closer together. The 

theological issues that so concerned the Old School proved to be of no l asting consequence, and 

as the New School Church developed its own structures it became increasingly sim ilar to the Old 

School in form. In 1862, the two denominations opened talks on their future relations, which 

discussions culminated in their reunion in 1869.[37] 

 The founding of the Laos Mission in 1867, then, took place in a brief period of calm when 

the denominational storms of the past were dying away in irrelevancy while the later nineteenth -

century controversies over the nature of Scripture and Darwinian evolution had yet to break out 

in full force. It is well to recall, however, that all nine of the mission's pioneer members were 

products of that earlier era when being "Old School" was filled with deep, potent meaning. Even 

though the Old School reunited with the New School just two years after the McGilvarys reached 

Chiang Mai, in important measure the Laos Mission remained a child of that earlier era. It was 

Old School. 

The Theological Context  



 The Princeton Theology was also Old School Presbyterian. It was somewhat more 

moderate and even broadminded than Old School "radicals" might have wished, but by the time 

McGilvary and Wilson had graduated from Princeton Seminary in 1856, their mentors' theology 

had gained wide currency throughout the Old School, including its seminaries, colleges, and 

churches. It had become, indeed, one of the most  influential American theologies.[38] 

 As its name suggests, the Princeton Theology was created by a succession of professors at 

Princeton Seminary. Noll identifies  three men as standing in the first rank of the Princetonians, 

namely Archibald Alexander (1772-1851), Charles Hodge (1797-1878), and Benjamin B. 

Warfield (1851-1921). In the second rank, he places A. A. Hodge (1823 -1886) as preeminent, 

along with James W. Alexander (1804-1859), Joseph A. Alexander (1809-1860), Lyman Atwater 

(1813-1883), William H. Green (1825-1900), and J. Gresham Machen (1881-1937).[39] Noll's 

list could well be augmented with a third rank by adding the names of a large number of others, 

many of them Princeton Seminary graduates, who taught the Princeton orthodoxy in  Presbyterian 

seminaries and colleges throughout the United States. Emerging with the founding of Princeton 

Seminary in 1812, the Princeton Theology can be said to have come to  its end in 1929 with the 

reorganization of the seminary and the consequent withdrawal of a number of orthodox 

professors and students under the leadership of Machen.[ 40] 

 The Princeton theologians taught an eclectic theological system pieced together from  a 

diverse range of intellectual sources, the mere enumeration of which reads li ke a who's who of 

Western philosophical and theological thought. Bouwsma's warning that any attempt to identify 

the sources of Calvin's thought would be all but fruitless appli es with equal force to the 

Princetonians as well.[41] Still, it is possible to identify three major strands in their thought, 

these being: first, Reformed confessional theology, also known as Reformed orthodoxy or 

scholasticism; second, Scottish Enlightenment Common Sense Philosophy; and, finally, 

American evangelicalism. Some commentators add a fourth strand, a commitment to the Bible, 

but the biblical emphasis was itself a key element in both the Reformed and evangelical 

traditions.[42] Princeton, in sum, was confessional, commonsensical, and evangelical.  

Reformed Confessionalism  

 If there was a dominant strand in Princeton's theology, it was what has until recently been 

known almost universally as "Calvinism." Scholars of the history of theology have come  to 

realize that John Calvin (1509-1564) was only one of several important archi tects of the 

Reformed theological tradition and prefer thus to use broader, perhaps less tainted terms.[ 43] In 

his survey of Reformed history, González has identified several predecessors to Calvin, notably 

Ulrich Zwingli (1484-1531), and a succession of key theologians after Calvin who transformed 

the thinking of the earlier Reformers into Reformed confessionalism, including Peter Martyr 

Vergmili (1499-1562), Jerome Zanchi (1516-1590), Theodore Beza (1519-1605), and Zacharias 

Ursinus (1534-1583). Central to the process of giving birth to this new movement was the 

amalgamation of the federal theology of Heinrich Bullinger (1504 -1575) with that of Calvin.[44] 

Donnelly points to the importance of Martyr and Zanchi, Italian Reformed converts trained in 

Thomistic scholasticism, who contributed significantly to shifting Reformed thought away from 

Calvin and Luther's more christocentric and biblical theologies towards "a revival of 

philosophical theology for apologetic ends."[45] To this mix of thinkers and thoughts, Bullinger, 

meanwhile, contributed an emphasis on "federal" or "covenantal" theology, which provided 

further impetus to the emergence of a distinctive Reformed confessionalis m that affirmed that 

God makes covenants with humanity and is faithful in keepin g those covenants.[46] 

 Since the Princetonians, especially Hodge, are frequently described as being the last of the 

Reformed "scholastic" theologians, we would do well here to  pause long enough to flesh out 



what it meant to be Reformed and scholastic, or confessional, in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. Drawing most especially on Thomas Aquinas' medieval scholasticism, Reformed 

confessionalism shared with him a deep concern with theological method and the construction of 

logically consistent, coherent theological systems. Reformed theologians understood theology to 

be a scientific enterprise that relied upon fundamental principles as the building blocks of its 

system while placing a great deal of trust in the human mind's ability to achieve a ration al 

knowledge of God through intense speculative inquiry into metaphysical questions having to do 

with divine nature and will. Reformed confessionalism, thus, gave a large place  to reason that 

tended to emphasize formal doctrine, sometimes at the expense of  personal piety.[47] Reformed 

confessionalism also tended, consequently, to divest the Bible of its historical moorings and turn 

it into a body of unchanging divine truths necessary to the construction of a rational, methodical, 

and scientific explanation and defense of the Christian faith. Its practitioners feared ignorance as 

being the real cause of sin and put forward education as the best way to inculcate faith. 

Reformed confessionalism paid particular attention to the question of predestination.[ 48] Phillips 

makes it clear that Reformed confessionalism majored, as it were, in epistemological issues -in 

questions of knowledge-and especially sought to discover not only what is known about God and 

reality but also the sources or causes of that knowledge. Ph illips writes, "Indeed among the 

Reformed scholastics there is a new emphasis upon a formal analysis of theological knowledge. 

The whole sphere of theological knowledge was sub jected to a new and sustained examination of 

its ontological and epistemological  principles."[49] 

 The Reformed search for a clear, defensible, and exclusive theology proved to be an 

intensely controversial enterprise as various theological school's argued  over how best to express 

the Reformed faith. These conflicts generated repeated  formal confessional statements prepared 

by councils seeking to define the content and limits of acceptable Reformed doctrine. Among 

those confessions, the brief statement of Reformed confessional beliefs issued by the Synod of 

Dort (1619), in the white heat of debate with the followers of Jacob Arminius (1560 -1609), 

proved to be a classic reformulation of Reformed confessionalism. The Arminians advocated a 

more moderate form of Reformed faith that seemed to make salvation dependent in part on 

human faith, and the Synod of Dort intended to correct their dangerous theological tendencies 

with a clear orthodox statement of acceptable Reformed doctrine. That statement described five 

tenets of the faith as central, incontrovertible Christian truth. They included:  first, God's free, 

unconditional election of the saved; second, the efficacy of Christ's atonement was limited only 

to the elect; third, because of Adam's fall from grace (Gen esis 3) humanity is totally depraved, 

that is corrupt and helpless; fourth, God alone graciously regenerates humanity, which cannot 

resist or reject divine grace; and fifth, once elected to salvation, the elect cannot fall away from 

grace.[50] McGrath cautions, however, that it is impossible to summarize the broad range of 

Reformed thought in one confession; it is the "scholastic approach" to theology as especially 

employed by the later generations of Reformed thinkers that most aptly defines Reformed 

confessionalism.[51] While McGrath is correct, Reformed theologians from Calvin down to the 

Princetonians did share a number of theological concerns and concentrated on several common 

issues. They all emphasized divine sovereignty. They held that humanity is co mpletely depraved 

and unable to work out its own salvation. The origin of human sin in Adam concerned them 

mightily, and they labored endlessly over the mechanics of God's grace, particularly the absolute 

division between those God chose for eternal life and those left to their deserved fate of eternal 

punishment-the infamous question of predestination. Approaches, emphases, and conclusions 

could and did differ radically, but these core concerns persisted.  

 The Princeton theologians were Reformed scholastics in their methodology: they had a 

clearly apologetical agenda; they approached theology rationally, methodologically, and 

systematically; they focused on epistemological issues; they affirmed that theology is a 

scientific, academic enterprise; and they usually had a limited sense of history. Some two 



hundred years, however, stood between them and the classical era of Reformed confessionalism, 

which lasted until nearly the end of the seventeenth century. Princeton had direct recourse to that 

era through the writings of the key figures in Reformed theology, most especially Francis 

Turretin (1623-1687), whose ponderous tome, Institutio theologiae electicae , was the seminary's 

basic theological text until the 1870s. Equally important sources of influence were t he two main 

channels of British Reformed thought by which later generations of P resbyterians brought the 

Reformed faith to North America, English Puritanism and Scottish Presbyterianism. Although 

widely influenced by the larger Reformed confessional moveme nt, many of the Scottish and 

English sources of American Reformed thought drew on the federal conception of theology, 

mentioned above.[52] They also made greater room for the more affective side of Reformed 

piety, allowing them a warmer piety than seemed to be generally the case among the European 

Reformed scholastics.[53] 

 If the Princetonians were Reformed scholastics, it remains also true that they shared in the 

Reformed genius for re-inventing ample portions of its theological systems in new contexts. 

Kennedy insists, consequently, that Hodge was not an "Old Calvinist" in the seven teenth century 

sense of that term. Eighteenth-century Enlightenment rationalism, nineteenth-century American 

evangelicalism, and the democratic "spirit of America" all played t heir parts in transforming the 

old confessionalism into Hodge's nineteenth-century American version of it.[54] There was, that 

is, more than one piece to Princeton's pie.  

Common Sense Philosophy  

 Princeton stood heir, on the one hand, to a Reformed confess ional and medieval scholastic 

past, and, on the other hand, it was born out of t he intellectual and religious ferment of the 

scientific revolution and the Enlightenment. An illustrious succession of thinkers and 

experimenters, from Copernicus (1473-1543) to Newton (1642-1727), gave birth to modern 

Western science and, in the process, gradually removed the Earth from the center of the universe, 

humanity from the apex of creation, and ghostly beings from a meaningful place in daily life. 

Although the early scientists were mostly Christians engaged in the exploration of God's created 

order, their discoveries posed new issues for theology and philosophy; one of the most important 

of those issues was epistemology, the problem of the origins and nature of human 

knowledge.[55] 

 The particular chain of thinkers that eventually led to Princeton began with Rene 

Descartes (1596-1650), who typified the issues facing Christian philosophers in adjusting 

traditional Western understanding to scientific learning. Descartes so ught to integrate the older, 

"idealistic" worldview with its belief in God and the human soul into the emerging "realist" 

scientific understanding of the physical world. His desired an absolutely certain knowledge of 

reality based on the model of mathematics with its precise demonstrations, definition of terms, 

and axioms, and he employed radical doubt to reach his goal. Descartes doubted everything, and 

out of that skepticism discovered, first, that he himself, the doubter, must be thinking since 

doubt is a form of thought, which implies that there must be a doubter. He, therefore, mu st exist 

(his famous cogito ergo sum). He also reasoned that he could not himself have conceived of a 

perfect Deity unless God had first planted the idea in his thinking. God, therefore, must also 

exist. This much was not difficult because Descartes held t hat true reality is spiritual, interior 

reality. What proved difficult was to cross over the vast chasm he perceived between his mind 

and his body with the same math-like certainty and precision. His radical mind-body dualism 

eventually left him no recourse but to affirm that he could be sure that the physical world is real 

only because of his faith that the good Creator of all reality would not mislead us on this point. 

Our divinely given "innate knowledge" of exterior realities is for that reason trustwor thy. 



 Thilly and Wood conclude their discussion of Descartes by pinning on him two hefty 

labels. He was, they argue, a dogmatist who believed that we can obtain sure knowledge through 

the exercise of reason. He was also a  realist. He believed in the real existence of the physical 

world precisely because of his dogmatic trust in human reason.[ 56] 

 Descartes foreshadowed important themes that quietly, almost imperceptibly suffused  

Princeton Seminary's instruction of students like McGilvary and Wilson: f aith in and defense of 

an absolutely secure knowledge of reality; emphasis on exploring and trusting human 

consciousness; mind-body dualism; and even the concept of "innate knowledge ." In some ways, 

the most important of these themes is the paradigm shift that gave final consideration not to 

inherited sources of authority but to interior human consciousness. That paradigm shift became 

standard fare for those who followed Descartes, beginning with Locke. 

 John Locke (1632-1704) rejected Descartes' innate ideas but retained the vast Cartesian 

gulf between mind and body. Across that gulf he threw a frail bridge of "intuitive knowledge," 

knowledge that cannot be proven and yet is the irres istible and self-evident ground of all certain 

human knowledge. Intuitive knowledge alone, Locke argued, assures us of our own self -

existence, and reason based on intuition is the source of our secure knowledge of God. As for the 

physical world, Locke affi rmed its existence as more of a matter of faith than anything else; it 

seems real, feels real, involves pain, and so, he reasoned, it must be real. We know the world 

through sensation and reflection. Knowledge of the physical world is indirect and only pro bable, 

however, since it and all of our knowledge is composed of "ideas" a bout reality rather than direct 

contact with reality. Because of the limitations on human knowing, we can never be sure if our 

ideas of external objects are a true analog of those ob jects or not, although Locke did insist that 

the physical world is real. All we can be sure of is the existence of ourselves and of God, and 

Locke shared Descartes' sense that the cognitive and spiritual is more immediately real to us than 

the physical. Allen states of Locke's contribution to the epistemological debates of early  modern 

Europe that, "Locke's work, with its stress on probability, was a balanced position between 

scepticism and certainty."[57] Events proved it a precarious balance at best.  

 Locke made important adjustments to Descartes that reappeared in the Princeto n 

Theology. He especially replaced innate ideas with intuitive knowledge, bringing philosophy one 

step closer to Princeton's Enlightenment concept of "first principles." Both Princet on and Locke 

also treated metaphysical and physical realities as being ana logous to each other. Our 

consciousness, that is, is the ultimate source of our knowledge, and what we discover within that 

consciousness parallels the world that exists outside of u s; inner and outer realities can be 

described and discussed in a similar fashion. Locke presaged Princeton's belief that we can 

obtain a working, if limited, knowledge of God by enlarging to an infinite degree certain 

characteristics of human experience, such as power to omnipotence and knowledge to 

omniscience. The analogy between human consciousness and other realities would prove to be a 

potent weapon in Princeton's arsenal of divinity.  

 George Berkeley (1685-1753) built on Locke's assertions that all we know are ideas and 

that secure knowledge is found only in human consciousness. He concluded that we cannot be 

sure that there is a physical world; indeed, in a crusade against materialism and atheism, 

Berkeley proposed to do away with the existence of mat ter entirely. To speak of an object as 

existing when there is no mind to perceive it is to speak in meaningless abstractions; qualities 

such as color, sound, and weight only reside in the mind of the person perceiving them. Berkeley 

went on, however, to account for the apparent solidity, coherence, and orderliness of physical 

reality by arguing that God has benevolently placed all of this in us as ideas to the end that we 

might lead orderly lives. All that is securely left to humanity is the divine gift of ideas. 



 Locke surveyed the Cartesian canyon between mind and body with God  above and avowed 

the reality of all three-mind, body, and God. Berkeley stood at the same precipice and claimed 

that there is no canyon at all, only mind and God. David Hume (1711 -1776) took his own look 

and decided that while it is common sense to think that God exists and the body is real there is 

no way of proving either because all we can know is our own ideas, not any realities beyond 

them. Thilly and Wood state,  

Hume's view is empirical: our knowledge has its source in experience; it is positivistic:  our 

knowledge is limited to the world of phenomena; it is agnostic: we know nothing of ultimates, 

substances, causes, soul, ego, external world, universe; it is humanistic: the huma n mental world 

is the only legitimate sphere of science and inquiry.[ 58] 

Hume denied that humans can know whether what we perceive as cause and effect is real; all we 

know with certainty is that two events are normally, in our experience or way of thinking , 

associated with each other. We have no means to prove that they are nece ssarily associated or 

will continue to be associated with each other in the future. Hume denied that humanity could 

know anything of the nature of God, even if God exists; human know ing is too frail and 

uncertain to attain knowledge of things divine. He scornfully rejected arguments from an 

imperfect "creation" to a perfect "Creator".  

 Hume put the Christian theological enterprise at incredible risk. Howe observes that, 

"Since patristic times, Western thinkers had engaged in metaphysical speculation. With H ume, 

the enterprise had led to bankruptcy. Men could know nothing about ultimate reality."[ 59] The 

consequences for modern science were equally dire. Bozeman states of Hume's philoso phy, 

"Thus the manifest premise of the scientific movement, that there is an actual 'system of bodies' 

governed by causal relations and accessible to the inquiring mind, had ceased to be 

philosophically intelligible."[60] One must emphasize that what was at stake in Hume, to use the 

language of philosophy, was epistemology not ontology. Hume simply wanted to demonstrate 

that it is untenable to think we can gain knowledge of the existence of God and physical reality 

by the exercise of human reason. Grave points out that, "Hume's scepticism was provisional; it is 

where reason would leave us, but where reason leaves us, Nature takes over imperatively."[ 61] 

Hume, in any event, represented an incalculable threat to the alliance of faith and science, one 

that had to be answered. The Scottish philosophers of Common Sense stepped forward to take up 

that challenge and provide that answer.  

 A Scottish cleric and professor, Thomas Reid (1710-1796), is frequently credited with 

founding Common Sense Philosophy and, in any event, stands as a chief architect in the 

development of the moderate, Scottish Enlightenment answer to Hume. As convinced of the 

grand gap between mental and physical realities as any of those who went before, Reid and his 

compatriots came to a different  conclusion about it.[62] First, Reid denied that all we can know 

are ideas or that we even have "ideas" in the sense meant by Locke. He studied his own mind and 

found nothing in it that stood between his consciousness of other realities and those realitie s 

themselves; he failed to discover, that is, a third entity called "ideas ".[63] Second, he affirmed 

the every day common sense of common people; what they know to be true is so immediate and 

so entirely convincing to them that they do not stop to consider  the possibility of denying that 

reality. Causes have effects. The physical world is real. No one questions these and many other 

"first principles" of human knowing. It is absurd to do so. Reid ridiculed Hume for doubting the 

existence of physical reality while continuing to write on tables rather than thin air and to walk 

through doors rather than walls. All human languages, furthermore, reflect these first principles, 

which shows that they are truly inherent in universal human consciousness and, thus, giv es 

further proof of their divine origin.  



 Reid did not think he could prove that the physical world is real in a philosophical sense, 

but he did think that the very construction of human consciousness affirmed its reality as being 

commonsensical. Agreeing with his predecessors that God exists, Reid argued that God would 

not have created senses in us that lied about reality; the very fact of our unquestioning, 

immediate, and overwhelming belief in what we sense shows that God has given us the ability to 

know the world as it actually exists. We, thus, truly know external objects an d their qualities 

because they simply "arise from innate principles of mind." Our assurance that our knowledge of 

those objects is reliable requires "no justification because they ar e evident in themselves without 

the use of reasoning."[64] Still, humanity does not have an innate knowledge of the principles by 

which it acquires knowledge and must carefully study human consciousness for them, according 

to the "inductive method" of research that Reid believed was first proposed by Francis Bacon 

(1561-1626). The Baconian approach to knowledge was a circumspect one that proceeded from a 

comprehensive gathering of facts through a discrete arrangement of the facts to a considered 

estimation of their lessons. The result was a philosophy that gave enthusiastic suppo rt to the 

study of the natural sciences, trusted the senses, affirmed the reality of the physical world, and 

yet kept a tight reign on the scientific method and shunned abstraction. It celebrated facts and 

took the Newtonian world to be God's world.[65] 

 At the last, Reid departed from Hume over the epistemological question of whether 

humanity can know God or not. Hume felt skeptical that we can know God or the existence of 

anything supposedly created by God; we have to live by common sense  as if  the unknowable God 

does exist and as if our senses are reliable regarding an otherwise unknowable world. Reid 

disagreed profoundly on what can only be termed metaphysical and theological groun ds. He 

affirmed, beyond any possibility of empirical verification, that al l of reality, even that which is 

unobserved, is what we judge it to be by the principles of common sense because he believed in 

a Divine Creator who, as we have noted already, created it "the way it is." The result is what 

some philosophers term Reid's "providential naturalism."[66] 

 Common Sense Philosophy had an immense impact on the United States. It dominated 

academic instruction, particularly in higher education, to the extent th at Hoveler concludes, "the 

Scottish thinkers were familiar to five generat ions of American college students. Indeed they 

dominated American academic thought for almost a century." On a larger scale, Hovenkamp 

finds that "the Scottish Realist method of understanding the world became practically identified 

with the evangelical point of view."[67] Since the publication in 1955 of Ahlstrom's 

groundbreaking article on Common Sense Philosophy's impact on American theology, the 

particular impact of Scotland on Princeton has become one of the grand, commonplace facts of 

the study of the Princeton Theology. The evidence for that relationship was always in plain view 

in the Princeton circle's theological literature -at times exquisitely and overtly so, such as in a 

series of articles written for the Princeton Review by Samuel Tyler, an amate ur Baconian 

philosopher and widely appreciated Princeton fellow-traveler.[68] The Princeton professors and 

their students were counted in the first rank of those who most enthusiasti cally and 

systematically embraced this Scottish Enlightenment import.[ 69] 

Evangelicalism  

 Antebellum American Protestant evangelicalism emerged as a dominant force in 

nineteenth-century American religious life; the word "evangelical" itself, however, desig nates a 

creature of such grand diversity and plurality as almost to defy definition. If on e seeks to 

understand what it meant to be an American evangelical before 1860, however, at least three 

broad themes commend themselves as central to the evangelical experience. First, theologically, 

evangelicals were moving away from America's colonial Reformed heritage with its emphasis on 

predestination and election towards a more Arminian understanding of conversion and salvation. 



God's wrath and awful majesty remained, but individual sinners could do more toward their own 

salvation. Second, in terms of personal faith, evangelicalism encouraged a warm-hearted, 

personal piety based on a simple acceptance of the Bible as God's perfect Word. Finally, 

logistically, evangelicals looked to revivalism as their chief engine for winning the unconverted 

to faith and renewing the flagging spirits of the faithful. Antebellum evangelicals were, thus, 

religious activists immersed in the democratic temper of their age.[ 70] Although not always 

listed as a key attribute of evangelicalism, most evangelical Protestants displ ayed a sharp 

antipathy to Catholicism to the extent that Wolffe concludes that, "anti -Catholicism was very 

deeply rooted in evangelical identity and ideology. It was not a mere negative prejudice but an 

impulse at the heart of the movement's spiritual aspi rations and religious activity."[71] 

 Filling in the details of this broadly drawn definition leads one into all manner of 

difficulties, because it was in the details , the implications, and the nuances that American 

evangelicals differed from each other-sometimes bitterly. There were three large camps or ways 

of filling in those details, which we might typify as being respectively orthodox, radical, and 

black evangelicalism.[72] Princeton was a stalwart member of evangelicalism's orthodox wing, 

which, according to Johnson, accounted for roughly one-fifth of all antebellum evangelicals and 

included Congregationalists, Presbyterians, Low Church Episcopalians, and English -speaking 

Reformed groups. Orthodox evangelicals tended to be middle and upper class people  socially, 

normally residing in towns and cities; their locus of economic and political power was in the 

Northeast. They exercised considerable social influence and o ften sought to extend their 

conception of religious and social order into American society  generally by using voluntary 

associations. Orthodox evangelicals held education in high regard and demanded a well -trained 

clergy. Johnson writes, 

Worship was dignified, restrained, and controlled. By nineteenth -century standards, local 

formalist [orthodox] congregations were complex institutions with a host of organizations 

ranging from missionary societies to Sunday Schools and choirs, each emphasizing its own 

version of self-discipline and self-improvement.[73] 

Orthodox evangelicalism, in sum, was marked by an emphasis on revivalism, commitment to 

moral reform, reliance on interdenominational agencies, and a deep concern for missions.[ 74] 

 Over the course of the antebellum era there was also a gradual blending and convergence 

of the radical and orthodox wings of evangelicalism so that by 1850 the orthodox had taken over 

many of the radicals' revivalist techniques and put them to use in ways acceptable to the middle 

class. The radicals, meanwhile, had become less radical and more concerned about su ch things as 

a learned clergy, education, decorous worship, theological complexities, grand edifices, and 

propriety in behavior and dress.[75] If Cross is correct, the more extreme tendencies of the 

radical party to engage in a misguided, judgmental, and i rresponsible "ultraism" contained the 

seeds of its own destruction and could not be sustained over the long run.[ 76] Which is to say 

that by the time that the future members of the Laos Mission were coming of age, entering 

school, and attending seminary a milder revivalist evangelicalism had become standard fare for 

most of the nation's Protestants. The strength of that evangelicalism's impact on Princeton and 

the Old School was augmented by the fact that Common Sense Philosophy itself had a wide 

influence among evangelicals of many stripes and sizes, an influence unique among the English -

speaking nations of the North Atlantic for its breadth and depth.[ 77] 

 It is hardly startling, then, to insist that the Princeton professors and their entourage of 

students and sympathizers were evangelical; nearly all American Protestants of their day fit that 

description. The fact remains an important one, however, because it serves to distin guish the 

Princetonians from earlier forms of Reformed confessionalism and to high light the importance of 



non-confessional influences on the Princeton Theology. In spite of the undeniable influence of 

Reformed confessionalism, that is, the Princeton Theolo gy was an indigenous American 

theology, responsive to the cultural and religious forces of its national context. Princeton's views 

on revivalism, predestination, and voluntary agencies provide important examples.  

 Some twenty years ago, Hoffecker wrote a book that corrected, in his estimation, a long-

standing misunderstanding of Princeton, namely that it was against revivalism and warm-hearted 

evangelical piety. He cites substantial evidence demonstrating that the key Princetonians held 

revivals in considerable esteem and emphasized the importance of deeply felt religious 

experiences to the Christian life, particularly in conversion. They discouraged only the 

emotional excesses of radical evangelical revivalism, fearing that such excesses were the result 

of manipulation by evangelists rather than the work of the Holy Spirit. Emotional rev ivalism, 

furthermore, often violated the Pauline injunction that all things be conducted in a decent, 

orderly manner.[78] Although it appears at times that the evidence he ci tes disproves Hoffecker's 

argument almost as much as it proves it and that strong strains of rationality undeniably suffuse 

much of Princeton's literature, the scholarly consensus remains that in the main he is correct. 

The Princetonians did allow an important place for piety. One recalls, for example, Hodge's 

well-known little book, The Way of Life, published by the American Sunday School Union as an 

articulate rendering of a broadly evangelical piety.[79] Princetonian sermons could often ring 

with the warm syllables of that piety, reminding us that colonial Presbyterians played a key r ole 

in the introduction and spread of revivalist practices and in the post -Revolutionary era continued 

to avail themselves of those methods.[80] Still, even Princeton's sermons and pious tracts give 

vent to the subtle, orthodox counterpoint of reason and i ntellect; the heart was important to 

Princeton but it never dominated the mind. Sixteenth -century continental theology was at least as 

much home to the professors as was nineteenth-century American piety-and almost certainly 

more so. Thus, for example, Hodge structured his exposition of the The Way of Life according to 

a traditional rendering of the Reformed understanding of the "order of salvation," the  ordo 

salutis-namely as call, justification and adoption, sanctification, and glorification.[ 81] 

 Hodge's views on predestination, the grand dame of Reformed orthodox theology, 

highlight the intricate interplay of confessionalism and pietism contained in the Princeton 

literature. Kennedy argues that unlike his orthodox ancestors or even other Old School 

theologians, Hodge concerned himself more with the human role in salvation and with the kindly 

role of divine providence in human affairs than he did with the stern orthodox doctr ines of 

predestination, election, and reprobation. He seemed inclined towards a gr eater role for natural 

theology; Kennedy labels Hodge's discussion of predestination in his Systematic Theology as 

being "commonplace" and lacking in details. He claims that the good doctor had little fondness 

for the harsher doctrines of his Reformed heri tage.[82] Kennedy writes, "[Hodge] lived in the 

great day of American revivalism and foreign missions, and he shared the concern that sinners 

come to salvation. His theology is anthropocentric and soteriocentric; his teaching on man and 

sin is mostly aimed at providing a context for salvation."[83] Hodge, it should be added, further 

softened the grim image of Calvinism by arguing that the vast majority of humanity would face 

the last days and final judgment as saved Christians and that even the unbaptized w ill receive the 

rewards of eternal life if they die in their infancy.[84] While later scholars frequently point to 

the transforming power Common Sense Philosophy had over Pri nceton's confessionalism, it is 

apparent that the more diffuse but still powerful influence of evangelicalism could also cut close 

to the core of that great tradition.  

 Briefly, it should be noted that the Princetonians and their larger Old School constitu ency 

fully involved themselves in the campaigns for social and religious control w aged by orthodox 

evangelicalism's battery of antebellum voluntary societies. As we have seen, in 1837 the 

Presbyterian Church U.S.A. split over participation in the ecumenica l voluntary agencies that 



had become the primary mission arm of orthodox evangelic alism. The reasons given then were 

largely theological, having to do with the New School's supposedly close association to New 

England's Arminian tendencies. The Old School, however, did not abstain from channeling 

evangelical activism through voluntary agencies; it simply wanted to control any agencies that 

had influence in the Presbyterian Church.[85] 

 To one degree or another, Princeton shared thus in the piety, theology, a nd folkways of 

American evangelicalism, particularly of the orthodox strain. This evangelical mix was not 

without its subtleties as well, for sprinkled in amongst it all was a happy, zestful dash of 

romanticism, the aesthetic and intellectual movement that  supposedly rejected reason for 

emotion and intuition and valued self -expression and discovery over traditional authority. 

Romantics majored in inspiration; they loved creativity. They rejected the Enlightenment and 

above all, again, they held no truck with reason-or so the scholars describe them..[86] All of this 

romantic enthusiasm and emotionalism does sound, as Hoveler suggests, like the radical 

evangelicals and their rejection of old systems of authority, activist enthusiasm for all manner of 

reforms, and emphasis on religious experience over reason.[87] The general drift of scholarly 

treatment of Princeton and romanticism has been to emphasize the distance and differences 

between them as if the professors' apparently rigid orthodoxy was a medium poison ous to 

romanticism's free spirit. Moorhead's handling of J. A. Alexan der, for example, contrasts the 

"early" Alexander-a creative, almost playful thinker of romantic inclinations before he became a 

full-time professor at Princeton Seminary-with the repressive scholasticism of his later 

years..[88] The actual situation was more complex, however, than Moorhead's simplistic scenario 

allows. In the vast, bubbling cauldron of antebellum religious thought, it was impossible to 

separate the various schools so neat ly. Romanticism itself was diffuse and certain varieties could 

be as conservative as Princeton, if in a romantic rather than confessional manner. At the same 

time, the movement shared in other key elements of its day including most especially a great 

deal of influence from Common Sense Philosophy.[89] It would have been more surprising than 

not if a hint of evangelical romanticism had failed to find its way into the Princeton Theology, 

which it did-in the way natural beauty could touch the Princetonians, in  the way they sometimes 

discussed role of the heart in understanding God, in their concept of beauty, in the role they 

thought intuition played in perceiving heavenly themes, in their tendency to hold an optimistic 

appraisal of the mind's ability to grasp the divine, and in their trust of the common sense of the 

common people.[90] 

 One of the other "markers" of nineteenth-century American evangelicalism was a profound 

emphasis on the authority of the Bible that sometimes verged on bibliolatry. It is so enti rely 

obvious that the Princetonians cherished the Bible and gave it a  central place in all of their 

works that the matter hardly needs elaboration; one example will suffice. In his 1851 inaugural 

discourse to the assembled Princeton Seminary community, Wil liam H. Green sounded the 

clarion call for defense of the Bible against the looming clouds of German scholarship's 

skeptical mistreatment of the Scriptures. Green, in the course of his lecture, described the Bible 

as being "the tower of our defense," and avowed that a thousand previous cases demonstrated 

how it is always finally, triumphantly, and fully vindicated.[91] The Bible, he wrote, is "the only 

source of saving knowledge; the only guide to the favour of God, and holiness and heaven; 

which alone speaks of the atonement by the blood of the cross, and whose faithful pro clamation 

is accompanied by the renewing energy of the Holy Ghost." Green avowed that, "We wish 

nothing to remain among our tenets which the word of God, honestly expounded, will not 

sanction."[92] Some scholars have argued that such sentiments were still expressions of an "arid 

scholasticism" quite out of keeping with antebellum evangelicalism's view of the Scriptures, but 

Balmer's survey of contemporary conservative Protestant discussion s of the meaning of the Bible 

suggests otherwise. He concludes that Princeton's doctrine of the Bible was neither "unique nor 



innovative" and that "a broad range of nineteenth-century theologians in many different 

denominational groupings did in fact share  similar views on the subject."[93] 

 As conservative, or orthodox evangelicals, Old School Presbyterians largely expressed 

their evangelicalism in muted tones. They were moderately revivalist instead of blatantly so. 

They favored a warm-hearted rather than hot-hearted piety. They spiced their faith with only a 

light sprinkling of romanticism in place of the shakers' full of romantic enthusiasm favored by 

the more radical evangelical denominations. By the time the Laos Mission was established in 

1867, however, evangelicalism in the United States had found a common level, one that Old 

School Presbyterians shared in and felt comfortable with.  

Conclusion  

 Finding discrepancies and illogical contradictions in the great theological house that 

Princeton built has become something of a cottage industry among scholars. Ahlstrom suppos es 

that Princeton destroyed the dynamic vitality of its Reformed orthodox faith by subjecting it to 

the enervating, naive humanism of Common Sense thought. Sandeen agrees. Princeton's att empt 

to bend the mystical and the spiritual on the rack of "the metho dology of Newton" produced, he 

claims, "a wooden, mechanical discipline as well as a rigorously logical one." Princeton dealt 

primarily with externals rather than the inner life. Loetsche r, writing in the train of Hoffecker's 

primal dissent against the idea that Princeton rejected evangelical piety, still discerns a gap 

between Princeton's pietism and Common Sense rationalism. Although he assures us that the two 

did not contradict one other, he feels that Princetonians such as Alexander never found a way to  

blend the two into a workable synthesis.[94] Meyer, taking a different tack across the same 

breeze, suggests that Alexander's Enlightenment orientation encouraged him to expect humans to  

be able to live moral lives while his Reformed heritage assured him it was impossible for them to 

do so. Alexander, he claims, failed to solve this dilemma. Taylor, coming in from still another 

angle, finds in Princeton's biblical scholarship an inherent tension between its commitment to 

"Reformed confessionalism" and its admiration of objective scientific and historical 

research.[95] 

 Giving due weight to these and other inconsistencies, paradoxes, and contradictions within 

Princeton's great synthesis, one is still left feeling something akin to awe at the persistent way i n 

which Princeton wove the strands of Reformed confessionalism, Common Sense Philosophy, 

evangelical piety, and that hint of romanticism into a single tapestry. Say what the critics will,  it 

was a theological system that a not inconsequential number of nin eteenth-century Americans 

accepted as their own, among them some of the nation's most well educated and theologically 

articulate professors, college presidents, preachers, and local lay l eaders and members. Daniel 

McGilvary, as one minor example, chose Princeton Seminary because of the quality of its 

faculty.[96] Standing within the culture and the ethos of its time and place, the Princeton 

synthesis made sense and had a great influence, particularly among more conservative and 

middle class evangelicals. It  was orthodox and reasonable, reasonable and pious, and, finally, 

pious and orthodox. Wherever one turns in the literature of Princeton, one is struck by how all 

three strands weave in and around each other to form one Reformed, commonsensical, and 

evangelical theological system, so that, whatever its logical inconsistencies, a great number of 

nineteenth-century American Protestants found in it the terms and ideas they needed to express 

their own personal faith.  

  



Conclusion 

 These six historical and theological contexts, then, comprise the setting within which the 

Laos Mission conducted its work. They include, historically, the events leading up to the 

founding of the mission itself, northern Thai history, and the history of the Presbyterian Church 

U.S.A. The key components of the theological context are Reformed confessionalism, Common 

Sense Philosophy, and evangelicalism. The stage, in sum, is now well set, and it is time to 

introduce the actresses and actors, whose lives and thinking we will pursue throughout the rest 

of the course of this dissertation, namely the nine pioneer members of the Laos Mission.  
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Introduction  

 When the pioneer members of the Laos Mission arrived in Chiang Mai in the years up to 

1880, they stepped into a social and historical world as unlike the United States as nearly 

anywhere in the world. They faced the one central question of how to best communicate the 

Christian message in their new situation. In spite of the cultural gap between themselves and the 

northern Thai, they chose to treat the people of northern Siam as if they were essentially th e 

same as people in the United States. To us, that decision seems ill conceived. Why did it seem 

wise and proper to them? The answer to this question, we proposed in the Introduction, lies 

potentially in the system of meanings and doctrines the missionarie s took with them, a system 

that seems to have been influenced by and reflected in the Princeton Theology. The question is, 

was there a theological and ideological link between Princeton and  Chiang Mai? The records of 

the Laos Mission, when read in light of  the writings of the Princeton theologians, suggest that a 

connection between the seminary and mission did exist. It was both a personal and a theological 

connection. 

The Personal Connection 

Introduction  

 The link between the Princeton Theology and the work of the Laos Mission lay, first, in 

the missionaries themselves. In the years between 1867 and 1880, there were only nine members 

of the mission: three couples, the Rev. Daniel and Sophia McGilvary, the R ev. Jonathan and 

Kate Wilson, and Dr. Marion and Sarah Cheek; and three single individuals, Dr. Charles 



Vrooman, Edna Cole, and Mary Campbell. The McGilvarys, originally members of the Siam 

Mission, arrived in Chiang Mai in April 1867. The Wilsons, also me mbers of the Siam Mission, 

reached the city in February 1868. Dr. Vrooman, a physician, first entered the city in January 

1872, and his replacement, Dr. Cheek landed in Chiang Mai in March 1875. Cheek returned to 

Bangkok the following year to marry Sarah Bradley, Sophia McGilvary's stepsister, and the 

couple returned to Chiang Mai sometime in 1876, the exact date not being recorded. The last two 

missionaries to arrive in this period, Cole and Campbell, reached Chiang Mai in April 1879. 

These nine individuals represent three general theological orientations.  McGilvary and Wilson 

were Princetonians; Cheek was at least partially one as well. All five women in the mission have 

clear links to orthodox evangelicalism and there is some evidence to suggest a direct Old School 

Presbyterian connection. It is not correct, however, to term them "Princetonians." Vrooman, as 

we will see shortly, stood alone and on the outside.  

The Princetonians  

 The Laos Mission was not merely a collection of nine undifferentiated individu als, and the 

influence of the Princeton Theology cannot be measured by simply counting heads. Some heads 

mattered more than others. As Table 2.1 (below) indicates, only the McGilvarys and the Wilsons 

served the mission in its pioneer era for an appreciable  length of time and in any case Daniel 

McGilvary stood well above his colleagues in prestige and influence. His vision, initiative, and 

persistence played a large role in the creation of the mission in the first place, and as will be 

seen he set the tone for and initiated much of its program. His clear roo ts in Princeton count for 

a great deal in establishing that theology's theological and ideological impact on the Laos 

Mission. Wilson just as clearly occupied the number two position in the mission, and al though he 

did not possess McGilvary's leadership skills he was no less of a "Princeton man" for that. These 

Princeton connections, in and of themselves, suggest that the Princeton Theology played a 

potentially important role in mission life. McGilvary's Ol d School and Princeton credentials are 

particularly important for an added reason. His correspondence with the Board contains 

occasional comments on the theological orthodoxy of his colleagues, orthodoxy meaning a 

theology compatible with Princeton. Leaving Wilson aside for the moment, we turn here to a 

brief theological biography of Daniel McGilvary (1828-1911). 

 McGilvary's Old School credentials are impressive. He was raised in a North Carolinian 

hotbed of conservative, Old School, Scottish immigrant Presbyterianism and into a pious family 

and a solid, Scottish 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 or 

so he had memorized all  107 questions and answers of the Shorter Catechism, no mean feat for 

someone much older than ten. The tiny library that he read at home contained religious books 

and periodicals that were mostly published in Philadelphia. He witnessed, year after year, th e 

impressive sacred rites and social camaraderie of  the "Buffalo Communion," a carryover from 

Scotland and Ulster of a communion ritual of an intensely evangelical brand of Presbyterianism. 

The event lasted for at least four days or more at a time and was attended by celebrants coming 

from up to forty miles away. Before becoming a missionary, McGilvary served as a local church 

elder, attended Princeton Seminary, and briefly served two Old School Presbyterian 

congregations as a pastor.[1] 

  



Table 2.1 

Years of Missionary Service in the Laos Mission, 1867-1880 

Name 
Chiang 

Mai 
Furlough 

Chiang 

Mai 

Total in Chiang 

Mai 

D. 

McGilvary 
1867-1873 

1873-

1875 
1874-1880 11 

S. 

McGilvary 
1867-1873 

1873-

1875 
1875-1879 10 

J. Wilson 1868-1876 
1876-

1879 
1879-1880 9 

K. Wilson 1868-1876 
1876-

1877 
- 8 

Vrooman 1872-1873 - - 1 

M. Cheek 1875-1880 - - 5 

S. Cheek 1876-1880 - - 4 

Campbell 1879-1880 - - 1 

Cole 1879-1880 - - 1 

 

 Sources: BFM and Eakin Papers biographical files  

 

 The records of the Laos Mission demonstrate that Princeton significantly influenced 

McGilvary's thinking, he valued the theology he learned there, and he cherished his memories of 

his seminary professors. The evidence is as follows:  

 (1) During his examination for licensure before Orange  Presbytery, McGilvary responded 

to one question by quoting fully and correctly two answers to questions in the Shorter 

Catechism, and one of his examiners remarked that he was "right on the Catechism." McGilvary 

comments, "In those days to be 'right on the Catechism' would atone for many failures in Hodge 

or Turretin."[2] The phrase "Hodge or Turretin," is significant; Charles Hodge was the dean of 

the Princeton theologians. Francis Turretin (1623-1687) represented the culmination of the 

continental Reformed confessionalism, and his ponderous Latin work on systematic theology was 

Princeton Seminary's standard text in theology for some sixty years. Both McGilvary and Wilson 

had to master its contents in order to graduate. Only a Presbyterian already somewhat  familiar 

with Princeton would make a passing comment like this one.  

 (2) When it came time for McGilvary to choose a seminary to attend, he selected 

Princeton, because of the good reputation of Drs. Hodge and Alexander.[ 3] 



 (3) During the trip out to Siam in 1858, McGilvary and Wilson had occasion to counsel a 

young sailor troubled by his lack of faith. They gave him a copy of Flavel's  Christ Knocking at 

the Door  because they knew that Dr. Archibald Alexander, the founding father of Princeton 

Seminary, as a troubled young man had found deep meaning in this sermon. John Flavel (1630?-

1691) was an English Presbyterian Puritan who had been widely read by colonial Presbyterians, 

and McGilvary remembered correctly that Flavel's sermon had brought comfort and joy  to 

Alexander.[4] The presence of this small book in Wilson or McGilvary 's baggage plus 

McGilvary's knowledge of Alexander's religious experience suggest a comfortable familiarity 

with things Princeton as well as Presbyterian.  

 (4) Soon after his arrival in Chiang Mai, McGilvary forwarded a brief article entitled, 

"Brethren, Pray for us," to the Foreign Missionary. In that article, he quotes his former professor 

at Princeton, 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 comma ndment.[5] In this 

one instance, at least, McGilvary made a direct connection between what he learned at Princeton 

and his prayerful behavior as a missionary.  

 (5) In an 1872 letter to the Board, McGilvary responded to the news that it might not 

continue to send the Princeton Review  out to the mission with the statement that he "would not 

like to forfeit the pleasure of its perusal."[6] The Princeton Review  was a key forum for the 

dissemination of the Princeton Theology, edited by Charles Hodge himself. McG ilvary, 

apparently, enjoyed reading it regularly.  

 (6) In 1874, McGilvary visited the Orthodox Congregational Theological Seminary in 

Hartford, Connecticut, and commented favorably on the fact that the professors were "all 

Orthodox men to the handle." He singled out one of them for special comment, writing, "Dr. 

Childs is a Princeton man, and interprets and teaches the Bible and the Shorter Catechism just as 

Drs. Hodge, Dabney or Plummer would." While he observed that the rest of the faculty all came 

"square up" to the accepted measures of Calvinist orthodoxy, it is notable that he singled out for 

special attention the one man from Princeton-and that he equated other Presbyterian theologians 

who were not directly linked to Princeton with Hodge.[ 7] 

 (7) The following year, 1875, McGilvary commended Dr. Cheek, newly arrived in Chiang 

Mai, as being a man who loved the Bible and Charles Hodge's theology.[ 8] Although this is a 

passing comment, it is again striking that McGilvary would equate the Bible and Hodge so  

intimately-or, for that matter, speak of someone "loving" Hodge's theology as if it were an object 

of evangelical piety.  

 (8) In his autobiography, McGilvary tells the  story of how white ants once attacked his 

library "evidently not at all deterred by the  learned discussions and deep thought of Dr. Joseph 

A. Alexander's Commentary on Isaiah ."[9] J. A. Alexander, as we have mentioned previously, 

was one of his professors at Princeton. 

 These passing comments, when taken together, provide substantial, if sti ll circumstantial 

evidence that Daniel McGilvary took Hodge, the Alexanders, Turretin, and the Westminster 

Standards as authoritative benchmarks for his own theology, and he assumed those standards as 

his own so completely that he felt little need to call them to attention. The theological contents 

of McGilvary's letters and papers, furthermore, are so entirely like what a Princetonian would 

write that it is impossible to believe the matter purely coincidental, particularly in light of the 

fact that his fairly extensive correspondence and other writings contain no such passing 

references unrelated to Princeton similar those cited above. McGilvary's views on revivalism 

provide an important case in point.  



 While still a youth, McGilvary attended a Methodist church for a time and experienced the 

white heat of an emotional, radical evangelical revival. It was an event that might suggest 

influences on his life apart from Princeton and the Old School. In Chapter One, we saw that 

Princeton took a cool and thoughtful  stance on revivals; it was not against them, but it disdained 

what it believed to be the emotional excesses of radical, frontier revivalism. After his father died 

when McGilvary was thirteen, he moved to Pittsboro, North Carolina, where with relatives he 

went to the local Methodist church. He relates how, on one occasion, a Methodist revivalist of 

"considerable reputation" stirred the Pittsboro congregation into "great excitement and not little 

confusion-exhortation, singing, and prayer going on all at once." McGilvary himself remained 

somewhat aloof from the proceedings and did not share in the intense conversion experience 

some of his friends felt; of his own conversion, he writes, "One night, in a quiet hour at home, 

the grounds and method of a sinner's acceptance of Christ became clear to me, and He became 

my Lord." He gently criticized the Pittsboro revival with its exhortations to repent and believe as 

lacking "clear and definite instruction regarding the plan of salvation, or the offices and work of 

Christ."[10] How very like the Old School! Daniel failed to take part in the emotional upheaval 

of a Methodist revival but converted quietly, at home, and after things h ad become clear in his 

mind. 

 Subsequent events demonstrated how closely McGilvary adher ed to Princeton's 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 

seriousness throughout the congregation" that led to a desire to hold further services, which 

subsequently led to a series of evening meetings and a period of revival.[ 11] In his contemporary 

comments on the event, McGilvary emphasized the solemn, still nature of the evening prayer 

meetings; there was no excitement, 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, which spirit was most clearly seen i n the congregations' quiet, intense 

attention during the services. He felt that this pro foundly quiet spirit confirmed that the revival 

was truly God's work and not contrived by any human agency.[ 12] McGilvary's observations call 

to mind Archibald Alexander's warning that emotional revivalism only stirred up "feelings which 

belong almost entirely to our animal nature" and 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."[13] Had he still lived, he would have fully approved of the deeply 

quiet and thoughtful revival in McGilvary's churches.  

 McGilvary's views on science provide a second key instance of how he sounded and acted 

like a Princetonian. Princeton Seminary valued the inductive, or Baconian, scientific method a nd 

believed that science and theology complimented each other as vessels of divine truth. Hodge 

and his colleagues had a special fondness for natural science, so long a s it was discrete in its 

methodology and respectful of the voice of its sister science, theology.[14] McGilvary shared 

both that fondness and those concerns. When he died in 1911, a colleague recalled that 

McGilvary gave place to none "in reverence for the  truths of science" and in his respect "for the 

discoveries of research." McGilvary, he writes, "took pleasure in speaking and teaching the 

people of the revelations of science with which he kept in close touch for one living on the very 

borders of civilization." That colleague also noted, however, that McGilvary had no patience "for 

the advanced theories and acrimonious statements of criticism."[ 15] He was "unmoved and 

unannoyed" with "advanced theories and iconoclastic speculations of extreme criticism." One 

could hardly wish for a more clear statement of Princeton's own love for true scienc e and its fear 

of false science. 



 Daniel McGilvary thought about revivalism like a Princetonian. He thought about science 

like a Princetonian. And he thought about theology like Princeton. One example, the seat of and 

the remedy for sin, will suffice here to reinforce the point that McGilvary articulated views on a 

variety of theological subjects remarkably similar to those of the Princeton theologians.  

 Charles Hodge believed that the human soul is a single entity comprised of heart and mind 

and that sin resides in the heart, the very depths of the soul. Sin, he felt, is an evil corruption of 

the heart. Hodge went on to state that regeneration of the heart and the whole soul requires 

knowledge of the truth-a knowledge that is 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 illumination. Their hearts are changed, their souls 

renewed.[16] The process of conversion, at its simplest then, 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 wickedness 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." Regenerat ion, 

according to McGilvary, involves a process of enlightenment by which truth works th rough the 

mind to affect a clear change of heart.[17] He summarized the whole process as follows,  

God by His external providence may throw a man within reach of instruc tion 

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 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.[18] 

Whether according to McGilvary or Hodge, the steps of regeneration are precisely the same: 

objective knowledge (instruction), the energizing attendance of the Spirit, and a changed heart.  

 One can multiply the examples of parallels between the precepts taught at Princeton and 

those articulated by Daniel McGilvary. Both, for example, had an intense commitment to the 

missionary cause.[19] Or, again, both exhibited a certain pattern of broad -minded and closed-

minded attitudes that can be almost confusing at times. Hodge, for example, defied the common 

evangelical wisdom of his day by asserting the validity of Catholic baptism. Sco vel states, "The 

Princeton group shared the anti-Catholic bias that pervaded almost all Protestant denominations 

in America, but they stopped short of identifying the Catholic Church or the Pope with Anti -

Christ."[20] In this and other instances, the Princetonians began with a certain narrowness of 

mind and unpacked from it a broader view of things in a way that could contradict the thinking 

of more rigid evangelicals. So it was with McGilvary, who, attended the controversial World 

Parliament of Religions held in 1893 in Chicago. He later criticized those evangelicals who 

stood aloof from the event or were openly hostile to it. He admitted that, at first, the idea of 

participating on an equal footing with representatives from many other faiths shocked him as  it 

did many others, but he concluded that it was a good idea because it afforded Americ an 

Protestants with an excellent opportunity to present a strong Christian message to the best, most 

earnest adherents of other religions.[21] Both Princeton and McGilvary could be broad and 

closed-minded all in one stroke.  



 Daniel McGilvary never explicit ly called himself a "Princetonian," and he probably would 

have thought it presumptuous to make such a claim, but he did consider himself an orthodox 

Calvinist who found strength and meaning in that system of doctrines.[22] Given his upbringing 

as an Old School Presbyterian, the three years he spent at Princeton Seminary, the wide 

influence that seminary had in his denomination, his own passing expressions of admiration f or 

the professors at Princeton, and the several carbon-copy parallels between their thinking and his-

given all of this, it is impossible to see McGilvary as anything less than a faithful son of 

Princeton who equated Calvinist orthodoxy with Hodge and company. There is one more given. 

Given his importance to the Laos Mission, it is a matter of  serious consequence to the life and 

work of the Laos Mission that Daniel McGilvary articulated his faith in the accents of Turretin's 

Geneva and Reid's Edinburgh.  

 Would that we could give so thorough a portrait of Jonathan Wilson's views on Princeton, 

or even be as sure of it as we are of McGilvary's version. Wilson (1830 -1911), unfortunately, did 

not write an autobiography or conduct as prolific a correspondence as Mc Gilvary, but what we 

do know about the man suggests that Princeton loomed large in his t hinking as well. Born in 

western Pennsylvania, one of the strongest centers of the Presbyterian Church, Wilson himself 

later attested to the importance of his home church, the Bethlehem Church, in his personal 

development.[23] Schmidt makes it clear that the Scottish and Ulster churches of western 

Pennsylvania and North Carolina shared the same immigrant Presbyterian culture, and we can 

only surmise that Wilson as a boy may also have been as impressed by the rites of the old 

Scottish communion festivals as was McGilvary.[24] Pennsylvania Presbyterians, in any event, 

knew Princeton quite well, a relationship illustrated by the fact that seven other Pennsylvanians 

entered Princeton Seminary with him in 1853, including a classmate from Jefferson College. The 

eight Pennsylvanians comprised nearly one-fourth of Wilson and McGilvary's class, which 

numbered 31. Some 29 students from Pennsylvania, furthermore, enrolled in the semi nary for the 

1853-54 school year, out of a total student body of 108.[25] After spending some time studying 

in the homes of two Presbyterian ministers, Wilson attended a church -related academy and then 

entered Jefferson College in Canonsburg, Pennsylvania.  Upon graduating from Jefferson in 1851, 

he taught at Blair's Hall, Fagg Manor, Pennsylvania, for two years. Both Jefferson College and 

Blair's Hall had strong connections with William Tennet's "Log College," an eighteenth -century 

attempt to provide Presbyterian churches with American-trained clergy. 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's Hall shared a similar history, with 

many of its graduates going into teaching or the ordained ministry.[ 26] Wilson graduated from 

Princeton Seminary in 1856, and after graduation he worked for a year as a Presbyterian 

missionary to the Choctaw Indians of Oklahoma, teaching at the Spencer Acad emy.[27] 

 Wilson's letters and papers also contain clear traces of Princeton. He too, fo r example, 

shared in its love of science. One of his colleagues remembered, "Father Wilson was a poet and 

his name will always suggest to us the songs of Zion; but in t heology and in natural science also 

he was a deep thinker. His Schaff-Herzog Cyclopedia was studied and marked page by page 

showing no superficial reading."[28] 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."[29] In 1894, he had occasion to comment on the burning issue 

of 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 himself in full support of the 

orthodox views championed by Princeton Seminary and admonished the Board of Foreign 

Missions to send to northern Siam only missionaries who rejected Higher Criticism.[ 30] 

Although we can speak with less certainty about his other theological views, they do seem to  be 

well within Princeton's parameters, his views on heart and mind, for example, not being 

discernibly different from those described above for Hodge and McGilva ry. The heart is wicked. 



The way to reach it is through the mind with the aid of the Spirit.[ 31] He also supported the 

cause of evangelical revivalism, commenting in 1858 how happy he was to hear about the 

progress of revivals in the United States and elsewhere that year and how he trusted God would 

not pass by Siam either.[32] 

 The records we have leave us with no reason to doubt and every reason to assume that 

Jonathan Wilson was as much a child of Princeton as was McGilvary. This is not to say, 

however, that he was quite the exact duplicate that McGilvary seems to have been -for Wilson 

had what might be termed a "proto-romantic" streak or romantic-like inclination in him that 

appears to have cut a deeper channel than was usual for Princetonians.[ 33] Scovel has charged 

the good professors with being men of a bland, conventional piety who lived happi ly settled 

middle class lives. They were not prepared, he argues, to struggle with deeper tensions and 

anxieties, and he characterizes them as having limited reli gious experience and insists that the 

word "conventional" is an apt summary of their religious  mentality and spirituality.[34] His 

description, probably not entirely fair in any event, certainly does not fit Wilson -or McGilvary 

for that matter. In Wilson's case, death had been a constant companion over the years, taking 

from him two wives and three children during his missionary career. Those deaths touched a 

deep, emotional core in him that flowed through his life in a mix of sorrow, joy, anger, and faith 

that eventually found expression in the lyrics of the hundreds of hymns he translated into 

northern Thai, including some he wrote himself. Hints of his romantic inclinations are also found 

in the flowery language of his tearful, emotional letters to the Bo ard as one loved-one after 

another died.[35] It was in his hymns, however, that his colleagues  most clearly saw the more 

poetical, semi-romantic side of his nature. Just after his death one of them wrote, "Dr. Jonathan 

Wilson was born with a poetic nature,  but it was only after more than a life time of 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."[ 36] Wilson lived on the furthest frontiers of American 

Presbyterianism and cannot be written off as merely another bland, conventional Princetonian 

living a comfortable middle class life in central New Jersey. His romantic inclinations, however, 

still blended well with Princeton's scholasticism. Even as he adv ocated the joy of singing, thus, 

he mixed in with it the necessities of the mind, writing at o ne point, "May God grant us grace, 

not only to sing with the spirit and with the understanding, but also to teach with all wisdom, 

with all meekness and with all earnestness."[37] 

 The title "Princetonian" might be applied, possibly, to only one other pion eer member of 

the Laos Mission, Dr. Marion Cheek (1852-1895). Cheek arrived in Chiang Mai 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 Cheek was still a young, inexperienced missionary doctor finding his way into 

his work. He also made several trips down river to Bangkok, each of which took him away from 

Chiang Mai for months at a t ime.[38] We only have McGilvary's word for it, as already 

mentioned above, that Cheek loved the Bible and Charles Hodge's theology. He was not 

theologically trained, and his correspondence whether before or after 1880 contains nothing 

identifiably Princeton or even Old School. He did, however, write an article for a book published 

by the Board of Foreign Missions that shows that, at the very least, he shared the Old School's 

interest in science and Baconian induction. In that article, he contrasted northern  Thai 

superstition and speculation to the Western medical methods of patient observation and 

intelligent experimentation.[39] What evidence we have, however, suggests that the Princeton 

Theology influenced Cheek only to a limited degree. McGilvary, at leas t, later complained to the 

Board that Cheek eliminated evangelism from his practice of medicin e, something neither 

McGilvary nor his professors at Princeton could condone.[ 40] 

 The records of the Laos Mission indicate beyond any reasonable doubt that Princ eton 

Seminary shaped the thinking of the two most influential figures in its early years, McGi lvary 



and Wilson. It possibly also had some minimal influence on Dr. Cheek, a minor figure before 

1880. This leaves us with the remaining six members of the missi on, five women and one man. 

The five women, interestingly enough, fall into a single category.  

The Evangelicals  

 Although one catches the slightest hints of the Princeton Theology in the records of the 

mission's women, those records do not document a clear , direct link between the seminary and 

Chiang Mai. The mission's records do establish a connec tion between all five women and 

orthodox evangelicalism, although one must keep in mind that some of these individuals were 

born and raised after the distinction between orthodox and radical evangelicalism had lost much 

of its immediacy. In terms of the impact on the direction and administration of the Laos Mission 

up to 1880, however, the fact is that the mission's women had only a limited influence on its 

work. Cole and Campbell joined the mission at the very end of that era, in 1879. Sophia 

McGilvary and Kate Wilson arrived on the field as early as their husbands (see Table 2.1 above), 

but both of them gave birth to infants in 1868 and thereafter largely devoted themselves to 

raising their families. Kate Wilson also constantly struggled with ill health an d generally could 

not contribute a great deal to the regular work of the mission. Sophia made a greater 

contribution, both in early evangelistic work and, later, in educational work, but in both cases 

her efforts were those of an assistant.[41] This is not to say that the two senior women were mere 

ciphers in the life of the Laos Mission, but it is apparent that in terms of theology and policy 

their voices were muted and complimented rather than contradicted the Princetonian theologies 

of their husbands. 

 Sophia Bradley McGilvary's (1839-1923) marriage to McGilvary may have raised some 

eyebrows in the "Board rooms" back in New York; she was born in Bangkok into a co nsiderably 

different social and religious setting from that of her husband. Sophia's father, D r. Dan Beach 

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.[42] He himself 

underwent a conversion experience in the white heat of those revivals and later adopted Finney's 

revivalist 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 mission he served, the 

ABCFM, because of them. His biographer notes that even his former mentor in New York City, 

Dr. Gardiner Spring, a Presbyterian minister with a revivalist background, rejected Bradley for 

having gone over to Finneyism. Sophia, thus, came from a New School, Finneyite background 

unacceptable to the Old School.[43] 

 McGilvary sought to reassure the members of the Board concerning his wife's theological 

legacy by explaining the truth of the situation to them, namely that Sophia was a woman of 

devoted piety who had been raised in a missionary family by the best of Christian parents. He 

stated of her family and father, 

Their doctrinal views differed once considerably 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.[44] 

There is little else we can say about Sophia's theology. She was raised in a pious, orthodox home 

and McGilvary, our theological barometer, felt no qualms about marry ing her and into her 

family. The few records we have from her own hand add nothing to an under standing of her 



doctrinal views, but so far as we can tell she seems to have generally shared in the larger 

American evangelical ideological orientation of which Princeton was a particular refinement.  

 As in the case of Sophia McGilvary, we also have relat ively little information concerning 

the life and work of Kate Wilson (1833-1885), other than that she did some translation and 

writing and used her musical talents for the work of the mission. We can infer, however, 

something of her religious experience and, possibly, 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, located in that 

community. At those times 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 "Christian environment. "[45] Founded 

in 1853, the school grew out of a New England-based movement in women's education that went 

back into 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 inst itutions of the female seminary 

movement. Western emphasized domestic training, academic study, and Christian piety; students, 

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 missionaries. During the winter months of 1878, the 

school experienced a period of intense revival.[46] We can infer from Kate Wilson's long, close 

relationship with Western Female Seminary that she felt comfortable with the evangelical New 

England heritage of the school, a heritage grounded in the same orthodox wing of evangelicalism 

as the Presbyterian Old School.  

 Of the remaining three women, Sarah Bradley Cheek (1850-1933) might have exercised 

the most influence, but unfortunately, we know almost nothing about her role in the Laos 

Mission after she married Dr. Cheek in 1876, other than that she helped him as a translator.[ 47] 

We can only guess that her general religious orientation would have roughly approximated that 

of her stepsister, Sophia. Edna Cole (1855-1950) and Mary Campbell (1858-1881) were 

classmates and close friends at Western Female Seminary, Oxford, Ohio, where they graduated 

in 1878. During their last year, the school underwent its revival of 1878, mentioned above, 

which experience encouraged each of them to respond positively to a request from the Laos 

Mission for missionary teachers. They both had Presbyterian connections, Campbell's  being the 

strongest. She came from Lexington, Kentucky, where her father served as a Presbyterian  

minister. Her father, furthermore, 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.[48] If we, again, turn to Daniel McGilvary for guidance, it appears 

that Western Seminary fell entirely within acceptable, orthodox parameters. He mentions in 

passing that he visited the school in 1880 whi le on furlough, surely partly to visit Kate Wilson 

and also to meet yet another student, Lizzie Westervelt, who was preparing for service with the 

Laos Mission. He noted with pleasure that the school was "pervaded by a deep religious 

righteousness." [49]Cole and Campbell's correspondence, additionally, suggests the kind of 

enthusiastic, pious, vaguely romantic orthodoxy that we would expect of missionaries who 

studied at Western and were acceptable to McGilvary: an abiding sense of trust in God's calling 

and a feeling of personal closeness to Jesus abounds.[50] Cole and Campbell did not arrive in 

Chiang Mai until 1879, at the very end of the period under study here, and played only a brief, 

minor role in the early history of the Laos Mission.  

The Outcast  

 This leaves Dr. Charles Vrooman (1841-1882), the only pioneer member of the Laos 

Mission who failed to pass theological muster with McGilvary. In the very same letter to the 

Board in which he praised Cheek's love of the Bible and Hodge's theology, McGilvary wrote that 



Vrooman had been a failure as a missionary because he lacked a strong foundation in rel igious 

orthodoxy, such as Cheek had.[51] Vrooman, a Canadian, trained at the Medical Department of 

the University of Michigan and arrived in Chiang Mai in Apr il 1872. He stayed only for a short 

time, during which he suffered health problems and may also have experienced some inter-

personal tensions with other members of the mission. He left Chiang Mai permanently in June 

1873. McGilvary did not make clear the precise nature of Vrooman's theological failings, but in 

a letter to the Board, Dr. Samuel R. House of the Siam Mission complained of Vrooman that, 

"His doctrinal and denominational sympathies are all with the Wesleyan Church in which he was 

born and brought up."[52] It can be inferred from McGilvary and House's comments that 

Vrooman showed evidence of a Methodist Arminian piety, such as would be unacceptable to 

these committed Old School missionaries. He is, in any event, the exception that proves the rule 

in terms of the importance of Princeton to the study of Presbyterian missions in northern Siam.  

Conclusion  

 If we were to total up Princeton's "scorecard" in Chiang Mai, it might look something like 

Table 2.2, below. 

Table 2.2 

Relationship of the Princeton Theology to the Members of the Laos Mission  

Name Importance to the 

Mission's Formation 

Princeton Theology's  

Influence 

D. McGilvary Great Great 

J. Wilson Great Great 

S. McGilvary Moderate Slight or None 

K. Wilson Moderate or Limited Slight or None 

M. Cheek Limited Moderate or Slight 

S. Cheek Slight or None Slight or None 

M. Campbell Slight Slight 

S. Cole Slight Slight 

C. Vrooman Slight None 

This table is somewhat fanciful because we have so little information on the theological 

background of all the mission's members, except McGilvary and Wilson, but it does help to make 

several important points: First, Princeton's influence on the Laos Mission was by no means 

uniform. Second, that influence tended to be greatest over  those with the most influence in the 

mission. Third, with the exception of Vrooman, Princeton seems to have had more sway among 

the men in the mission than the women, the men, again, being more influential. Finally, we can 

presume that the Princeton Theology did influence the formation of the Laos Mission, but it is 

still not at all clear what this presumption means or to what degr ee it is correct. We have not yet 

established, that is, a clear cognitive link between Princeton and Chiang Mai, however much t he 

data contained in this section suggests that such a link must exist.  



 Another way to gain further insight into the ideological -theological relationship between 

the Princeton Theology and the formation of the Laos Mission is to look at the collective 

theology of the nine pioneer members of the mission and determine its congruence to the 

Princeton Theology. The greater that congruence, the more likely it is that Princeton influenced 

the Laos Mission's system of doctrines and meanings. What we are seeking t o establish, in any 

event, is not so much the direct influence of the Princeton Theology per se on the Laos Mission 

as to discover whether or not the two shared a common or, at least, similar system of doctrines 

and meanings. The theological biographies of  its early missionaries strongly suggests the 

possibility that they did have a common, or, at least, parallel system, and a compa rison of 

Princeton's theological views with those of the members of the Laos Mission confirms the 

impression that a high degree of theological compatibility existed between the two.  

The Theological Connection  

Introduction  

 Assembling a cogent description of missionary theology in northern Siam up to 1880 is 

itself an exercise in Baconian induction, accomplished only by compiling many scattered, brief 

statements and passing comments, searching for major threads and cross -connections, and then 

seeking to give order to a theology that by its very nature seems to defy order. The result is a 

surprisingly rich, textured system of thought centered on the three themes of God, Heathenism, 

and Conversion-which were the mission's reworking of the traditional Reformed d octrines of 

Divine Sovereignty, Sin, and Salvation. The result is a system of religious thought wholly in 

keeping with Princeton. 

God 

 The pioneer members of the Laos Mission affirmed, before all else and in all else, that 

God acts in human affairs and can be known through that activity. Much of what they wrote 

about God grew out of a heart-felt need to fathom divine activity, to the extent that 

epistemological issues weighed heavily in their thinking about God and the Christian faith. They 

expressed what they believed about God's active presence in human affairs in traditional 

Trinitarian terms, God the Father, the Son,  and the Holy Spirit.  

 The Father. The pioneer members of the Laos Mission centered their faith on the simplest 

of theological propositions:  God acts. In an October 1876 letter to the Board, McGilvary 

observed that to that date the Laos Mission had experienced dizzying cycles of divine mercy and 

judgment, advance and decline, with one following the other so closely that the cycles mixed 

themselves into the same event. In an earlier article, he stated that those who had an honest, 

faithful attitude could plainly discern the workings of God's providence in this mélange of 

rapidly passing events.[53] Only rarely did the missionaries write that the  God who acts is 

sovereign over the world, but that assumption suffused their theological reflections.[ 54] It 

informed, for example, their perception that God's divine justice held every person accountable 

for their sins. In a shipboard letter written while in route to Bangkok in 1858, McGilvary made it 

clear that the fact that all of the heathen stood under judgment wa s what motivated him to 

become a missionary in the first place. Nor were the missionaries excused from judgment, 

Wilson once sorrowfully speculating that perhaps God was using the deaths of his loved -ones to 

warn him to leave Siam.[55] 

 The pioneers of the Laos Mission more frequently looked upon God's sovereign 

relationship with them and the world in terms of grace, however, rather than as ju dgment and 

condemnation. When his two churches in North Carolina experienced a period of intense revival 



before his departure for Siam, McGilvary praised God's "infinite goodness" for causing them to 

"witness unusual displays of his grace."[56] Wilson praised God's goodness when his daughter 

was born. McGilvary felt God's goodness in his calling to the mission field. Ma ry Campbell 

summed up the feelings of the members of the Laos Mission on these and many other occasions 

when she wrote that, "our Saviour has been so good to us, there is no room for gloom."[57] The 

missionaries experienced God's goodness, mercy, and provi dential care particularly in prayer, 

and the missionary literature points to numerous occasions when they felt God had answered 

their prayers. McGilvary once called God, the "Hearer of prayer," while Campbell marveled at 

"How wonderfully God answers prayer ."[58] Indeed, even when individual members experienced 

"chastisements" in the guise of illness, obstacles, or even the death of a colleague  or loved one, 

they still believed that God was acting the part of a stern but loving Father who used the rod of 

discipline to direct human behavior. In early 1873, for example, McGilvary met with "an old 

princess" in Lampang who had been going through ser ious family problems that she found 

difficult to reconcile with her devotion to making merit, merit which was suppos ed to free her 

from such problems. McGilvary wrote, "It was pleasant to be able to explain it as in all 

probability the fatherly strokes of her true and loving Father who I hope has purposes of mercy 

towards her."[59] Through it all, good times and bad, the pioneer members of the Laos Mission 

affirmed two simple principles regarding God's treatment of them: First, whatever happened was 

intended for good, whether or not they could discern that good. At a difficult stage in her first 

journey to Chiang Mai, Mary Campbell thus wrote, "What does it all mean? But we know it must 

mean love-the great wonderful love of God for us all."[60] Second, as McGilvary repeatedly 

affirmed, God "makes no mistakes."[61] 

 Their faith in an active, involved God encouraged the mis sionaries to discern God's will 

for them and God's intentions for their mission as a practical matter of knowing what to do and 

when to do it. Before finally deciding to become a missionary, McGilvary, for example, spent a 

full day in prayer and fasting, asking "for guidance." Many years later, when French authorities 

blocked his attempt to engage in evangelism among the Kamu tribal people of French Laos, he 

again turned to prayer for direction.[62] Wilson, we have seen, suffered the thought that God 

took his loved ones in death as a way of communicating divine will. In these and numerous other 

instances, the missionaries searched out events, the Bible, and their own hearts to try to discover 

what God intended them to do. Their concern with knowing God's wil l led the members of the 

Laos Mission to emphasize the importance of knowledge and study as the means for discerning 

that will. McGilvary, sounding very much like the Princetonian he was, claimed that the world 

can be converted to Christianity only through preaching and study of the Bible, arguing that just 

as faith is necessary to salvation so knowledge is necessary to faith.[ 63] 

 The Laos Mission obviously shared major elements of its understanding of God with all 

American evangelicals; that God is sovereign, just, and merciful was hardly news.[64] The Laos 

Mission's emphasis on epistemology, on the other hand, contained clear echoes of Princ eton's 

Reformed confessionalism, which held that knowledge of God precedes faith. Factual knowledge 

of God's intentions is fundamental to carrying out one's Christian duty. Princeton also held that 

the understanding of God and God's divine, creative purpos es is the axis upon which all of 

theology spins.[65] Hodge states, "This is a question which lies at the found ation of all religion. 

If God be to us an unknown God; if we know simply that he is, but not what he is, he cannot be 

to us the object of love or the ground of confidence. We cannot worship him or call upon him for 

help." His son, A. A. Hodge, argued that the fundamental questions of theology are ontological 

and epistemological, having to do with knowledge of divine reality and the revelation of God 's 

will.[66] Taking into consideration the practical, opportunistic nature of missionary theology, 

there seems to have been little discernable difference, if any, between Chiang Mai and Princeton 

concerning the person and activity of God the Father. It is particularly striking how important 

the traditional Reformed concern for epistemology was to the members of th e Laos Mission. 



 The Son. As a rule, the Laos Mission's first generation of missionaries drew little 

distinction between the Father and the Son. Although they accepted the doctrine of the 

Incarnation in a formal sense, they leaned so heavily toward Christ' s divine nature as to leave 

little room for the sweaty, swarthy carpenter's son from Nazareth. McGilvary, early in his 

missionary career, thus referred to Jesus as "our gloriously exalted Saviour" who is "head over 

all things"; some fifty years later, he s till thought of Christ as "the great sovereign of the 

universe" who has infinite merit with which to pardon the sins of humanity.[ 67] It even appears 

that the Laos Mission literature sometimes subsumes all of the Triune God in the Son, including 

both God's providential oversight of and the Holy Spirit's indwelling in humanity.[ 68] This was 

particularly true of Princeton's own sons, Wilson and McGilvary, who understood the formal 

distinctions between the Persons of the Trinity and still tended to affirm Chri st's power and 

sovereignty as if he were the Sum Total of the Three. To that end, they occasionally used the 

term "Jehovah Jesus" for Christ, a term that explicitly links Jesus to the powerful Creator God of 

the Old Testament, who was the sovereign Lord, s inless, self-existent being, infinite and 

invisible Spirit, and the cause of all other beings.[69] Even when the missionaries did mention 

Jesus' humanity, they still placed it within the larger context of Christ's divine perfection and 

power. Edna Cole consoled a young, struggling student with the story of Jesus' life on earth, 

emphasizing that this same Jesus was now in heaven and could powerfully intercede for her. 

Many years later, McGilvary encouraged young Presbyterian missionaries to serve the poor by  

recalling that "Christ Himself was never so great as in His lowliest humiliation…It is the Lamb 

that was slain that is worthy of all glory and honor, dominion and power."[70] In the literature of 

the Laos Mission, Jesus' divine nature overwhelmed his huma nity to the extent that the formal 

doctrine of the Incarnation all but disappeared.  

 The case is much the same in the work of the Princeton circle , although its members did 

acknowledge and maintain a formal balance between the divine and human natures of J esus 

Christ. In actual fact, however, even Hodge's  Systematic Theology  devotes far more attention to 

Christ's divinity than his humanity, while Archibald Alexander could both affirm the doctrine of 

the two natures of Christ and still claim that "all who de ny the deity of Christ, reject all the 

fundamental truths of the Christian religion" and those "who deny the divinity of the Saviour are 

to be considered as really unbelievers, as if they reject him altogether."[ 71] Hodge so strongly 

insisted on the divinity of Jesus that one of his former students and theological opponents, John 

W. Nevin, accused him of falling into the ancient heresy of Nestoriani sm, the belief that Jesus 

Christ had two distinct and separate natures. Nevin felt that Hodge's radical distin ction between 

Christ's divine and human natures was "the reigning defect" of his theology.[ 72] As first year 

students, McGilvary and Wilson presumably heard Hodge share his views on Christ with the 

whole seminary community at the seminary's regular weekly Sunday afternoon conference of 4 

September 1853-one of the very first conferences they would have attended. Dr. Hodge 

addressed that week's gathering on the topic, "Christ our Life" and described Christ as the 

creator, the object, and the end of each person's life. Christ saves us, delivers us from Satan's 

power, and is the author of our inward, spiritual lives. He concluded, "It is Christ for us to  live. 

While others live for themselves; some for their country, some for mankind, the believer lives 

for Christ. It is the great end and design of his life to promote his glory and to advance his 

kingdom."[73] Sounding like McGilvary, above, James W. Alexander went so far as to suggest 

that we can most clearly see Christ's divinity in his human nature. He wrote, "In authority over 

tempests and evil spirits; in power to heal; in creative miracles; in searching of the heart; in 

amazing endurance, forgiveness and love; we behold more of God than all the universe reveals; 

and the point is, that it is revealed to man by man." Alexander also stated, "We may therefore 

affirm with confidence, that all the human character of Christ, as shown in his ministry on earth , 

is really a bright disclosure of the character of God, such as could be made only by the 

Incarnation."[74] William Henry Green, another of Wilson and McGilvary's instructors at 

Princeton, treated Christ as a grand "type" found throughout the Hebrew Scrip tures and 



particularly emphasized the way in which the characteristics ascribed to the Messiah all come 

together in the "wonderful person" of Jesus Christ.[75] 

 Princeton and Chiang Mai, in sum, agreed substantially in their Christology. Each gave 

formal assent to the doctrine of the two natures of Christ, while largely ignoring Christ's 

humanity or even seeing in it yet further affirmation of his divinity. They both gave their fullest, 

warmest attention to that divinity.  

 The Holy Spirit . Where the members of the Laos Mission in its pioneer era tended to meld 

their understanding of God the Father and God the Son into a single figure of divine power and 

glory, they generally distinguished more sharply the person and role of the Holy Spirit. They 

started, however with precisely the same affirmation, namely that God acts. As a general rule, 

the members of the Laos Mission found evidence of God's active presence in two places: when 

they examined external events and trends, they discerned God and Christ at work; but when they 

looked into the human heart, as we have already seen in McGilvary's case, they discovered the 

work of the Holy Spirit. McGilvary believed that God led him both providentially and 

spiritually, in external events and by the inner prompting of h is heart.[76] 

 Although the missionaries could perceive the Holy Spirit in a moving worship service, in a 

deeply meaningful prayer, or in a revival, they most frequently associated the Holy Spirit with 

conversions. The Spirit, indeed, was the one and only cause of conversions. When the Laos 

Mission baptized its first convert, Wilson attributed the event to the Hol y Spirit. Mary Campbell 

affirmed the presence of the Spirit in the lives of several of her students, who had declared their 

desire to receive baptism. She perceived "the quiet, deep working of the Spirit" in other students 

who had not yet come to that decision.[77] As McGilvary observed in 1875, fallen humanity 

needs mercy and pardon, "But till the Spirit of God enlightens the heart no one in the he athen or 

Christian lands feels this need. And the very light that is in the heathen has become 

darkness."[78] Even when McGilvary at times felt the burden of his missionary calling, he 

believed, "That sense of responsibility is itself the work of the Spiri t, and it is his office to lead 

to Christ, to glorify Christ."[79] The work of the Spirit, then, is to bring people to the Saviour to 

the end that he might be glorified.  

 Missionary theology and psychology, thus, associated the work of the Holy Spirit with  the 

inner workings of human nature, specifically the human heart. By this point, it will come as no 

surprise that the Spirit carried out precisely the same function in the Princeton Theology. Hewitt 

describes the Holy Spirit in Hodge's thought as being "the author of all truth and right 

knowledge" who provides "the necessary spiritual illumination for an appropri ate response to 

God." Sin renders human nature blind, and humanity can be saved only through the "revelation 

of truth by the Holy Spirit." While the Princeton theologians made a distinction between 

conversion and regeneration that does not appear in the mi ssionary correspondence and believed 

that conversion is a matter of personal choice, they retained a central role for the work of the 

Spirit in the larger work of regeneration. As Hewitt observes, "The sinner may and does respond 

to the truth when presented, but the presentation, to be effectual, must come from God in the 

person of the Holy Spirit."[80] The pioneer members of the Laos Mission may not have dwelt on 

the finer points of the process of regeneration and conversion, but they did express the same 

understanding of the underlying dynamic at work.  

 Conclusion. Princeton's theology was detailed, systematic, and precise. The Laos 

Mission's was sparse, practical, and opportunistic. Therein lies the most important difference 

between the two-for where Princeton worked out the implications of its theology in the details of 

its system, the Chiang Mai missionaries articulated those implications in prog rams, projects, and 

buildings more than in words, as we shall see in Chapters Four through Six. Both theologie s 



shared common doctrines concerning the triune God: God is active, powerful, just, and good. 

Jesus is divine. The Holy Spirit is essential to conversion. Knowledge leads to faith. Knowing 

God and God's will is crucial to right thinking-and to right acting. It will, obviously, become 

tedious if we keep making this same point over and over, but in the context of the study of the 

Laos Mission's system of meanings and doctrines, the fact of the important theological parallels 

between Princeton and Chiang Mai does bear some repeating. It is in those parallels that we hope 

to find explanations for missionary behavior, particularly in regards to the perple xing strategies 

they pursued in their evangelism.  

Heathenism  

 Beginning with Calvin himself, Reformed confessionalism gave detailed attention to the 

question of human sin and worked out a radical exposé of depraved, rebellious, and totally 

corrupt human nature. We have already seen that Hodge and company gave a formal nod to its 

Reformed forebears in these matters  but quietly distanced themselves from that tradition by 

taking a more optimistic view regarding the human situation. Hodge himself has been sever ely 

criticized by scholars for his naïvely optimistic appraisal of the ability of Christians to know 

God perfectly within the bounds of their human limitations.[81] It almost seems as if evangelical 

Princeton rendered the traditional Reformed doctrines of sin and election impotent.  

 The records of the Laos Mission, however, suggest that Princeton maintained the 

traditional, radical Reformed analysis of human depravity in its full force and for the bulk of 

humanity. Where the plight of the "heathen" received  only occasional attention at Princeton, it 

dominated the theological thought of the missionaries. Edna Cole e xclaimed in gloomy 

frustration, "Oh, these people are so bound by Satan's chains, so full of fear and superstition, 

that it is pitiable!"[82] McGilvary articulated this same theme of heathenism's pitiful bondage in 

a letter printed in the Foreign Missionary in 1869; he wrote,  

As we look around on a scene that is well represented by Ezekiel's vision of the valley of dry 

bones, and see a nation given to idolatry, and only two or three individuals to teach them the 

way of life, we would gather new courage and boldness in our request, and say, 'Now, we 

beseech you brethren, for the Lord Jesus Christ's sake, and for the perishing heathen's sake, and 

for ours, who are engaged in these strong outposts of Satan's kingdom, that you strive together 

with us in your prayers for us and the success of our labors.'[83] 

The most potent symbol and consequence of the northern Thais' bondage was their idolatry, a 

matter McGilvary returned to frequently in his correspondence. Idolatry blinded the heathen. It 

lead them into the long-winded, vain repetitions long before condemned by Christ. Idolatry made 

them irreverent, just as it enslaved them to priest -craft.[84] 

 The other members of the mission agreed that the heathen are entirely depraved and 

without hope. Wilson, for example, once compared the heathen to angry and wicked wolves, 

while Mary Campbell described them as cruel and degraded.[ 85] In what appears to be something 

of a contradiction, the missionaries recognized that the northern Thai did display a number of 

admirable qualities. That recognition caused Kate Wilson to observe, in a bemused fashion, "To 

find the noble qualities of friendliness, kindness and gratitu de amongst a people so morally 

degraded may seem contradictory, but it remains a fact."[ 86] Still, no particular factual 

contradictions of their system of doctrines and meanings could convince the pioneer members of 

the Laos Mission that their analysis of the heathen condition was incorrect. They were especially 

sensitive to what they considered to be heathen  ignorance and superstition. Wilson herself 

described how the Laos Mission struggled to relieve suffering and misery during a malaria 



epidemic and then went on to describe the ignorance, helplessness, and loneliness of the heathen. 

Cole argued that heathen ignorance rendered the northern Thai hardly fit for conversion because 

even after they became Christians they remained ignorant and dead. McGilvary su mmarized the 

matter of hea- here51 51 then superstition and ignorance most sharply when he stated that "t he 

great want in heathen lands" was a sincere desire to know the truth.[ 87] 

 Hodge agreed with the Laos Missionaries entirely and would not have found their situation 

in Chiang Mai the least bit surprising. The sketch of the condition of first century heat henism 

contained in his commentary on Romans 1:18-32, indeed, seems very different from the slightly 

optimistic scholasticism described in the scholarl y literature. He asserts there that the heathen in 

ancient times were vain, wicked, and foolish to the ex tent that these characteristics virtually 

defined their moral character. He writes with disdain, "Men cannot be  such fools without being 

wicked." He calls them imbeciles, the evidence of the ruin of the human race. He takes special 

note of the "degradation and folly" of the heathen's religious beliefs, and lest we think he was 

more optimistic about contemporary heathenism, he states, "What Paul says of t he ancient 

heathen is found to be true, in all its essential features, of those of our own day…Wherever m en 

have existed there have they manifested themselves to be sinners, ungodly, and unrighteous, and 

consequently justly exposed to the wrath of God." Wh en it comes to the heathen, Hodge's "noetic 

optimism" also vanishes as in a puff of smoke. He states, "Th e human intellect is as erring as the 

human heart. We can no more find truth than holiness when estranged from God…" He sums up 

the matter by stating that, "The punitive justice of God is an essential attribute of his nature. 

This attribute renders the punishment of sin necessary, and is the foundation of the need of a 

vicarious atonement, in order to the pardon of sinners."[ 88] 

 It is a measure of the congruity between Princeton and Chiang Mai that on in this instance 

the view from the field clarifies the perspective of the good professors at home. Sin, if it was 

heathen sin, was still an important issue for both, but the missionaries' experience in Chia ng Mai 

made them more immediately sensitive to its effects. The missionaries, that is, were working out 

the implications of a theology distinctly similar to Princeton's in a context that highlighted 

certain elements of the Princeton Theology and, as we wil l see, muted others.  

Conversion  

 The challenge the Laos Mission faced, given the condition of the heathen , was how to 

carry out God's plan for the salvation of the people of northern Siam. How could it make God's 

sovereignty over the North effective while bringing to an end the life-destroying darkness of 

heathenism? In a letter to the Board written in 1860, Wilson reported that the three Protestant 

missions in Bangkok were holding joint special services aimed at pointing particular participants 

to God. They had felt the presence of the Holy Spirit, appearing with an "enlightening power," in 

those services with the result that several individuals had given their hearts to Christ.[ 89] These 

comments highlight the three legs on which the missionary approach to  the conversion of the 

heathen northern Thai stood: first, conversion required the divine intervention of  God; second, 

God's intervention led to an enlightenment of the sinner through saving knowledge; and, third, 

the result was a change in the human heart . 

 Divine Intervention . This first theme, concerning the intervention of God, recalls the 

doctrines of God's sovereign lordship over the world and the essential role of the Holy Spirit in 

soul-winning, themes dealt with above. Other issues, however, are al so involved, particularly 

having to do with such traditional Reformed doctrines as original sin, covenant , election, and 

redemption. Reformed theology, it will be recalled, worked out an elaborate federal schema that 

posited an original divine "covenant of  works" with Adam and his posterity, which covenant was 

abrogated by Adam's rebellion and fall in the Garden. Sin, judgment, and damnation thus entered 



the world. Federal theologians argued that God has subsequently and graciously established a 

second covenant, the "covenant of grace," by which the elect are redeemed through the sacrifice 

of Christ.[90] The Princeton professors were federal theologians, although as we have already 

seen their enthusiasm for the finer points of federal theology's emphasis on predestination had 

waned to a degree. The intricacies of Reformed federalism, in any event, had mostly di ssipated 

by the time it reached the mission field, leaving behind an unambiguous certainty that God 

would bring salvation to northern Siam and a lack o f clarity as to whether that salvation was 

intended for a chosen few or for the whole Laos nation. On the  one hand, McGilvary affirmed 

that, according to the divine biblical promises, God "can and will gather in his own chosen 

ones." Wilson stated explicit ly that God already had a chosen people in the North, and the 

missionaries' task was simply to locate them and tell them the story of salvation. Sophia 

McGilvary, in a published letter, called on her readers to pray for the northern Thai, particularly 

for "God's chosen people in North Laos."[91] On the other hand, the missionaries balanced their 

belief in the salvation of a particular, elect few with a strain of universalism quite out of keeping 

with classical federal thinking, which universalism was also b ased on what the missionaries took 

to be the divine promises of the Old Testament. They believed that tho se promises, in practice, 

assured the salvation of the whole northern Thai "nation."[ 92] The missionaries did not clarify 

what that national salvation meant in terms of the eternal fate of individual northern Thais. 

Missionary literature, otherwise, contains almost no evidence of a federal theology, although 

McGilvary did once affirmed that he gained strength from what he termed the great Calvinist 

doctrine that all of reality is structured by God's covenant.[ 93] 

 It appears, as best as we can tell from an admittedly sketchy record, that the pioneer 

members of the Laos Mission accepted Reformed federalism but did not place much emphasis on 

it. They believed that God would call only a chosen people in northern Siam, but they acted as if 

the chosen would include nearly all northern Thais. We have already seen that the Princetonians 

held a similar view of things, namely that while God determines who is saved and lost the 

Princetonians expected the bulk of the human race to receive God's grace. It is striking how 

much of their writings one can read without coming across the doctrines of election and 

predestination. As we have already seen, the seminary's profes sors constructed their Princeton 

Theology out of a number of major "blocks" of thought, and it is at s uch points as the question of 

who is saved, the chosen few or the larger masses of people, that we see them blending their 

confessionalism with their evangelicalism. That same blending process took place in Chiang 

Mai. 

 Heart and Mind. We have already dealt with the similarities between Princeton and 

McGilvary concerning the relationship of the heart, and the seat of sin, and the mind, as the 

channel for reaching the heart with saving knowledge. It is important to briefly recall that 

discussion in the context of the Laos Mission's views on conversion. McGilvary and company 

conducted their total program for the winning of northern Siam on two assumptions. Fir st, the 

heart is the seat of piety and the theater of operation of the Holy Spirit in bringing people to 

Christ. Second, the mind is the most important avenue for reaching the heart. These assumptions, 

as we have already seen above, were Princeton to the core. They also lay nested in a set of 

simple doctrines that affirmed God's particular sovereignty over  the human heart, the vile nature 

of the heart, and God's power to terminate Satan's stranglehold on it.[ 94] The members of the 

Laos Mission, thus, confidently affirmed that "all hearts are in God's hands," believing that God 

can change the hardest hearts.[95] They were also confident that the mind, meaning education, is 

the best way to approach the heart. Campbell may have pointed to the role of the mind a nd 

education as well as any member of the mission in a July 1880 letter in which she exclaimed of 

her students, "Oh, for a tongue to teach them more of the Saviour they have confessed, for they 

are such babes in their knowledge."[96] 



 Crucial knowledge, for the Laos Mission, came in two packages: the Bible and science -

precisely what we would expect from a Baconian, Old School evangelical mission, as already 

described above. Biblical study lay at the core of Cole's instruction of her students in the girls' 

school and the mission's more general program for the training of its converts. Even before he 

moved to Chiang Mai, McGilvary asked the Board of Foreign Missions to support establishing a 

press there, arguing that the new mission's greatest need would be fo r the Bible, translated and 

printed in the language and script of the northern Thai people. More than a decade later, he 

argued that all of the progress the mission had made at that time in establishing Christianity in 

northern Siam was due to only two agencies, God and the study of God's word, the Bible.[97] 

Earlier in this chapter, we noted McGilvary and  Wilson's interest in science; recalling his 

families' first months in Chiang Mai, McGilvary wrote, "But we were not merely teachers of 

religion, though primarily such. We could often, if not usually, better teach religion -or, at least 

could better lead up to it-by teaching geography or astronomy. A little globe that I had brought 

along was often my text."[98] He advocated the teaching of science in its rol e as a "handmaiden" 

of the Christian religion, because instruction in Western science initiated the pr ocess of tearing 

down the "gigantic systems of error" found in heathen countries; and he outlined the double 

process of evangelism we have described above, by which the mission had to first tear down the 

foundations of Buddhism-animism and then build up the edifice of Western Christianity in its 

place.[99] Science, thus, joined the Bible as being one of the key sources of knowledge the Laos 

Mission intended to communicate to the northern Thai in preparation for the saving work of 

God's Holy Spirit in the peoples' hearts.  

 Conclusion. Princeton's understanding of conversion and that of the Laos Mission were as 

closely parallel to each other as any of the othe r elements of their theologies, the key difference 

being the lack of theological details in the mission's records. Neither the professors nor the 

missionaries, for example, emphasized federal thought, but the professors still explained it while 

the missionaries largely ignored it. Princeton maintained a careful distinction between 

regeneration and conversion, one that also went missing in Chiang Mai. In spite of the fact, 

however, that the Laos Mission's records do not contain a systematic accounting of its  members' 

theology, the parallels with Princeton are nonetheless striking. Both credited conversion to  the 

work of the Spirit. They both believed that God had a chosen people in northern Siam, one that 

probably included most of the population. Both, again,  looked to the mind as the best avenue to 

reach the heart. In all of these instances, the writings of the pioneer members of the Laos 

Mission echoed Princeton, however unsystematically.  

Conclusion  

 Ends of chapters are happily chaotic with their multiple conclusions. The one just above 

brings the section of "Conversion" to its conclusion while the one belo w closes down the whole 

of this chapter. Here, in the middle of it all, our task is to recall briefly the larger set of parallels 

between the theologies of Princeton and the Laos Mission. Those parallels are pervasive when 

viewed from the mission's perspective; there seems to be no corner of theological reflection in 

which the pioneer members of the Laos Mission were truly creative or unique. Every major an d 

minor theme in their doctrines have significant parallels in Princeton's books and articles, 

whether it be their views on the activity of God, the divine person of Christ, the role of the Holy 

Spirit, heathenism, or the nature of conversion. Which is to say that the Laos Mission shared in 

the remarkable conformity and consistency in theology that is one of the markers of the whole of 

the Princeton Theology, as the succession of Princeton theologians labored to preserve the 

theology Archibald Alexander introduced at the seminary in 1812 in its original form.[100] 

McGilvary, Wilson, and their colleagues in Chiang Mai did their small part to preserve the 

Princeton heritage. This does not mean that every one of them was a "product" of the Princeton 

Theology in a direct, overt manner. It does indicate, however, that the record of their theological 



thinking is consistent with Princeton in general and in detail, and it contains nothing that would 

have fallen beyond the pale of acceptable orthodoxy as Alexander, Ho dge, and their colleagues 

defined it.  

Conclusion 

 The point just made in the above paragraph bears repeating in a still larger framework. In 

the light of the biographies of its nine pioneer members and the practical, opportunistic approach 

to doctrines contained in their correspondence and published writings, th e conclusion is 

inescapable that the theology of the Laos Mission was typically Old School and closely akin to 

Princeton. In its own rough-cut and unsystematic way, the mission affirmed the grand themes of 

Reformed confessionalism, such as the sovereignty of God, the importance of knowledge of God, 

the depravity of the heathen, the role of the Spirit in salvation, the glory, dominion, and power 

of the Divine Christ, and the order of knowledge unto fai th. Even in some of the details, such as 

the relationship of mind to heart and a skittishness about predestination, the Laos Nine bathed in 

the reflected, brighter, and more precise glory of the Princeton Theology. There were differences 

in emphasis, however, particularly having to do with the close attention th at the mission gave to 

the condition of the heathen; but even here, as we have seen, Princeton agreed with the mission's 

analysis of that condition but did not feel the need to come back to it as fre quently. It is safe to 

say that the "stripped-down" theology contained in records of the Laos Mission up to (and for 

long after) 1880 fell well within the parameters of Princeton.  

 The Laos Mission's kinship with Princeton Theology does not mean that the P rinceton 

circle caused the mission's members to write, think, and behave as they did. The theological 

biographies of the pioneer members of the mission are too sketchy and diverse to make such a 

claim, as we have already seen, and the similarities between Princeton and American 

evangelicalism generally render the task of discerning explicit links between the Princeton 

Theology and the mission's behavior impossible. The distinct parallels between the two, on the 

other hand, are something more than a mere cur iosity. They shared a system of meanings and 

doctrines that provides the student of the Laos Mission with access to a wealth of detailed data 

pertinent to missionary thinking. Where the records of the mission itself provide only 

disorganized glimpses of that system, the Princeton authors systematized it, defende d it, and 

worked through its implications in debates running across several decades and in tomes upon 

articles upon sermons upon commentaries beyond counting. It is to a more detailed look at the 

Princeton literature and its system of doctrines and meanings that we now turn.  
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Introduction  

 The nine pioneer members of the Laos Mission took a set of working principles and ideas 

with them to Chiang Mai that demonstrated striking, if roughly he wn, parallels to the Princeton 

Theology. While, as we saw in Chapter Two, it is impossible to gauge precisely the direct impact 

Princeton had on Chiang Mai, a number of impressions stand out. First, Princeton did, possibly, 

have some immediate influence on the Laos Mission through the persons of McGilvary and 

Wilson, most particularly McGilvary-the evident theological parallels and his passing, entirely 

unaffected references to the Princetonians and to Reformed confessionalism encouraging such a 

conclusion. Second, the theological expressions of the other early members of the mission and 

McGilvary's theological accreditation of some of them leave the strong impression that all but 

Vrooman shared Princeton's general theological orientation. Even Vrooman had s ome contact 

with Princeton, through the pastor of the church he attended in New York City. Third, apart from 

a few of McGilvary's theological comments, the missionary record does not contain the Princeton 

Theology as such, if by the "Princeton Theology" we  mean the clearly articulated, self -conscious 

system of doctrines found in Archibald Alexander's  A Brief Outline of the Evidences of the 

Christian Religion , Charles Hodge's Systematic Theology , or A. A. Hodge's Outlines of 

Theology. The missionaries' writings do contain evidence of a Reformed confessional system of 

doctrines like Princeton, but such hints of Princeton do not in and of themselves constitute the 

Princeton Theology in a formal sense, even in the case of Dr. McGilvary.  

 The Laos Mission did not transport the full set of Princeton's system of doctrines to 

Chiang Mai, although strong traces of many of its doctrines remained. It did import a system of 

doctrines and meanings that it in all probability received partly from Princeto n through 

McGilvary and Wilson and otherwise shared in varying degrees with the gre at majority of 

American evangelicals. The Princeton Theology is, thus, important to the study of Presbyterian 

missionary thought and behavior in northern Siam primarily and most importantly because it 

provides a wealth of well-organized, carefully written material from which to mine the system of 

meanings and doctrines shared by the members of the mission. These direct and indirect links 
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between Princeton and the Laos Mission  are not merely a matter of curiosity. They offer, if the 

thesis of this dissertation is correct, "substantial insights into the system of doctrines and 

meanings of the Laos Mission, which system comprised a key source of missionary behavior in 

the years from 1867 to 1880." They help to explain, again if our thesis is correct, why the 

mission failed to present its message in ways that facilitated rather than obstructed that 

message's acceptance by the vast majority of northern Thais.  

 An appreciation of the system of theology taught at Princeton is thus important to our 

more focused understanding of the pattern of events in Chiang Mai and the missionary system of 

doctrines and meanings that subsumed those events. We cannot base that appreciation, however, 

on the tables of contents of the Princeton circle's major works. One must look to the  less obvious 

ways in which the Princeton theologians structured their thinking as they created their tables of 

contents, wrote their articles in the  Princeton Review , and taught their students at the seminary.  

 To anticipate what follows, we will see that  Princeton operated from a set of theological 

principles, which it believed are revealed in the Bible and implanted in human consciousness. It 

held that the Holy Spirit uses these principles to inform the Christian mind concerning divine 

truth and enthuse the Christian heart with the power of that truth. The Princeton circle believed 

that its principles and the truth comes from God and must be absolutely distinguished from al l 

that is evil, immoral, and false. They branded anything that contradicted their p rinciples with the 

labels of impiety, heathenism, and, ultimately, Satan. The Princetonians claimed, in defense of 

their principles, that faithful Christians are able to kno w God and the truth, as opposed to 

infidels and heathens who know neither God nor t ruth. They assumed, once again, that any 

system of theology, philosophy, or morals that contradicted the Princeton Theology also 

contradicted divine truth. Taken as a package, this set of ideas amounted to a closed system of 

thought that purposefully, systematically eschewed even slight deviations from what it 

understood to be orthodox Calvinism. When removed to northern Siam, this closed theological 

system functioned, in effect, like an ideology, which encouraged the early members of the Laos 

Mission to take an antagonistic attitude towards northern Thai culture and religious 

consciousness. Their failure to shape their message to communicate effectively within the 

northern Thai context followed like night follows day.  

Theological Foundations  

Introduction  

 Old School Presbyterians, including the Princeton professors, found antebellum America a 

challenging and, in some ways, an aggravating venue for theological reflection. The 

Enlightenment's radical skeptics had already initiated a frontal assault on organize d Christianity, 

charging it with the crimes of superstition, ignorance, and spiritual totalitarianism. 

Romanticism's devotees passionately joined the chorus of criticism, wh ile in New England, 

supposedly orthodox Calvinists experimented with "new" theologi es, which the New School was 

introducing into the Presbyterian Church itself and which the Old School believed shaded off 

into heresy. Emotional frontier revivalism, and German skepticism, meanwhile only added to the 

pressure felt by those who cherished Reformed orthodoxy. This contentious context confronted 

the Reformed tradition's defenders with a two-fold challenge: first, they had to preserve 

orthodoxy. Second, they had to shape their defense of orthodoxy to the intellectual and spiritual 

currents of their time, currents dominated by the moderate Enlightenment and smitten with 

Baconian common sense thought. They had to defend orthodoxy, that is, in a Scottish mode. In 

the process, the Princeton circle created a system of meanings and doctrines that drew on both 

the principles of Reformed theology and evangelical piety.  



Principles  

 Theological reflection at Princeton invariably began with certain fundamental principles, 

assembled through a process of combining the traditional theological principles of Refo rmed 

confessionalism and the first principles of Common Sense Philosophy. The Reformed tradition, 

from the time of Calvin's successor, Beza, operated on the basis of a colle ction of theological 

principles, principia theologiae , which principles it held to be biblical, necessarily true, 

immediately knowable, and normative.[1] The Scottish philosophers, in their turn, claimed the 

existence of another set of principles that are immutable, commonsensical, known intuitively, 

self-evident to all normal and unprejudiced people, impossible to reject, real, true, and planted 

by God in the constitution of human nature itself.[2] Princeton merged these two views of 

fundamental or first principles, thus grounding its system of meanings in a doubly solid and 

well-established panoply of basic presuppositions, variously listed and described.  

 Princeton, taking its cue from its Reformed heritage, consistently sought to ground its 

theological principles in the Scriptures, embracing the Bible as its unquestioned source for all  

religious truths. William Henry Green, a member of the seminary faculty for over fifty years, 

stated that the Bible is an "infallible communication from God" r uled over by the "immediate 

voice and hand of God." He rejected out of hand any and all doubts a nd criticisms of the Bible 

that questioned its authority, arguing that such doubts only left the doubter stranded in a 

vacillating, indecisive darkness.[3] Alluding to the ground of Princeton's theological principles, 

he also stated, as we saw in Chapter One, that the Princetonians rejected any doctrines or views 

that "the word of God, honestly expounded, will not sanction."[ 4] Princeton, in sum, based its 

basic principles on the infallible and immediate authority of God's Word, a strong and sure 

foundation on which to build its theology.  

 Princeton, also taking its cue from Common Sense Philosophy, just as consistently sought 

to root its theological principles in  common sense. In his argument for the universality of 

religion, Archibald Alexander reasons that human nature must have a religion of one kind or 

another, that all peoples have a capacity for religion, and that, as a result, no nation has ever 

been found without religion. He concludes that, "these principles of our nature are so deeply 

radicated, that they never can be removed." Charles Hodge followed a similar line of reasoning 

in his argument that humanity is composed of two substances, body and soul. He  contends that, 

"The idea of substance is one of the primary truths of the reason. It is given i n the consciousness 

of every man, and is therefore a part of the universal faith of men." He went on to assert that, "it 

is intuitively certain that matter and mind are two distinct substances. And such has been the 

faith of the great body of mankind."[5] Princeton, thus, also established its fundamental 

principles on the consciousness and commonly held beliefs of humanity, which again provided it 

with a secure, trustworthy foundation on which to build its systems of meanings and of 

doctrines. 

 Princeton availed itself of the best of two worlds, Reformed confessional theology and 

Scottish Enlightenment philosophy. Hodge summed up his argument for the existence of both 

soul and body with the ringing affirmation that, "It is the common belief of mankind, the c learly 

revealed doctrine of the Bible, and part of the faith of the church universal, that the soul can, and 

does exist, and act after death." His principle was  that body and soul are separate, real entities, 

and he based that principle on considerations that were at one and the same time 

commonsensical, biblical, and orthodox. Archibald Alexander put the matter more generally and 

simply, stating, "But it is reasonable to believe what by our senses we perceive to exist; and it is 

reasonable to believe whatever God declares to be true."[6] It is reasonable, that is, to depend on 

common sense and the Bible, the repositories of, respectively, sensible and religious t ruths. 

Alexander also wove an orthodox evangelical sense of spiritual renewal into the fabric of  these 



principles by equating the knowledge of them with the work of the Holy Spirit. He held that the 

Holy Spirit alone provides the illumination or enlightenment necessary to fully understand basic 

theological principles.[7] Only converted, enlightened Christians, according to Alexander, can 

gain full knowledge of the fundamental principles that subsume all of reality, including most 

particularly the Christian religion itself.  

 The Princeton theologians offered various lists of confessional -commonsensical first 

principles, depending on the particular issue or topic under discussion. Hodge, for example, 

provides a list of basic assumptions, or principles, in his argument that we can understand the 

nature of God by abstracting human characteristics to their perfect state, namely that humanity 

knows and God is all knowing and that humans love and God is perfect love. He writes,  

The ground, or reason, why we are authorized to ascribe to God the perfections of 

our own nature, is that we are his children. He is the Father of spirits; we are of the 

same generic nature with him; we were created in his image; we are, therefore, like 

him, and he is like us. This is the fundamental principle of all religion.[8] 

Hodge's first principles, in this case, include: God is th e Father of Spirits. We share in God's 

generic nature. God created us in God's image. Taken together, these principles reveal another 

first principle, fundamental to all others, namely that we are like God and God is like us. The 

Princeton circle habitually created and used such lists of first principles, as can be seen from the 

example of their more general views on the Bible. They believed that Christ, for exam ple, is the 

central theme of the Hebrew Scriptures, that particular books or parts of the Bible are inspired, 

that God's revelations in nature and in the Bible supplement rather than contradict each other, 

and that biblical scholars should be limited to dealing with strictly objective, factual data in the 

Bible.[9] The possibilities for laying down such principles were virtually limitless, although 

controlled by Princeton's understanding of its Reformed heritage, the Bible, and human 

consciousness. 

 In a sense, both Hodge's immediate list of principles and the one extracted from 

Princeton's views of the Bible appear to be merely lists of narrowly constructed religious 

doctrines. What transformed them into principles that are more general was the unequivocal 

manner in which Princeton associated them with human consciousness. Hodge argued that any 

refusal to accept the basic doctrines of the Christ faith constitutes an offense against reason and 

God. Those doctrines are "sustained by a well authenticated revela tion of God," a revelation that 

is proved by the same weight of evidence that our senses and con sciousness provide us 

concerning external and internal realities. Hodge claimed that disobedience to the divinely given 

commonsense principles of human consciousness is unreasonable and constitutes rebellion 

against God.[10] He almost unconsciously leaped,  that is, from doctrines to consciousness to 

commonsense principles, thereby translating Reformed orthodoxy into the idiom of Common 

Sense Philosophy. He could just as easily vault in the other direction, jumping from philosophy 

to theology. In his classroom lectures on systematic theology, for example, Hodge provided his 

students with three commonsensical principles to explain why Christians must place their 

religious trust in common sense: first, our very nature, as God created it, leads us to trust the 

testimony of our senses; second, placing confidence in our senses is thus the same as trusting 

God; and, third, all revelation is first addressed to the senses, be it hearing the Word preached or 

seeing it through reading.[11] Where earlier generations of orthodox Reformed savants drew only 

on Geneva for their principia theologiae, Princeton also called upon Edinburgh's first principles 

in order to reinforce their  own principles in a manner relevant to an age that put great store, as 

we have seen, in the Scottish Enlightenment.  



 One can judge Princeton's principles in at least two different ways. On the one hand, some 

scholars criticize both the common sense philosophers and the Princeton theologians for 

arbitrarily turning anything and everything convenient to their own prejudices into supposedly 

unassailable first principles. Loetscher observes, "When used loosely, without the safeguards 

that the father of the Scottish philosophy [Reid] sought to place upon them, the concept [of first 

principles] could easily be made to endorse many a dogmatism."[12] Taylor claims that 

Archibald Alexander did precisely that. He transformed his own theological views on biblical 

inspiration, the workings of providence, and the authority of the Bible into commonsensical first 

principles of human consciousness. This approach, Taylor contends, prevented Archibald from 

accepting any views on the text of the Bible that contradicted his own , because in Alexander's 

view, "the results of any legitimate critical inquiry into the texts wo uld necessarily corroborate 

the orthodox understanding of the scriptures."[13] Princeton's use of Reformed and 

Enlightenment strategies in tandem has left them open, in sum, to the charge of creating a self -

serving, closed doctrinal system impervious to contradiction. On the other hand, if we 

understand Princeton's concern to establish and defend a system of meanings and doctrines that 

it believed divinely inspired and rooted in human consciousness, the professors' wedding of 

Reformed and Enlightenment thought appears, perhaps, less self-serving than self-reinforcing. It 

surely had several advantages, not the least of which was its relevance to its antebellum cult ural 

context, which will be discussed later in this chapter. Suffice it to say for the moment, t hat 

Princeton's reliance on an indeterminate number of enlightened theological principles provided it 

a firm conceptual base from which to develop its system of  doctrines and meanings, whether in 

the United States or northern Siam.  

 Princeton faced certain problems, however, including a number of difficult questions. If, 

before all else, its doctrines were so evidently commonsensical, why did so many of Princeton 's 

contemporaries refuse to accept them? The professors had a ready answer. Adopting Reid's 

criticism of Hume, they claimed that their doctrines and views represented first principles while 

their adversaries based their opinions on unfounded presupposition s and, frequently, obvious, 

willful prejudices. Henry C. Alexander declared that all of the phil osophies that stood in 

opposition to Christian revelation, from ancient times to the present, founded themselves on 

false assumptions. Removing those assumptions, he claimed, reinstated commonsensical theism 

immediately.[14] Archibald Alexander applied this general principle to Hume's denial of 

miracles, arguing that Hume engaged in a process of circular reasoning by which he first 

assumed that miracles cannot take place and then turned around and made that assumption his 

conclusion. Alexander complains, "What sort of reasoning is it, then, to form an argument 

against the truth of miracles founded on the assumption, that they never existed?"[ 15] Green 

similarly attacked an English biblical scholar for engaging in a specious method of circular 

reasoning based on foregone conclusions. He writes, "As a matter of course the critic finds 

exactly what he wishes to find." He also complains, "If this method is all owable there is no 

difficulty in proving anything that a man may undertake to prove."[ 16] To those, in sum, who 

might wonder why so many others disagreed with the Princeton Theology and its many 

principles, the Princeton circle answered that false and freq uently prejudiced assumptions 

blinded its opponents to the truth.  

 J. Addison Alexander's critique of German biblical studies and their interpretation of the 

Gospels, however, demonstrates that Princeton based its own principles on assumptions just as 

much as did its opponents. Alexander advised those college and seminary teachers who wanted 

to bring German biblical studies into their classrooms that, "With respect to the principles on 

which the teacher should proceed in digesting these materials, we need h ardly say that he must 

necessarily assume the inspiration of the gospels and their consistency one with a nother." 

Alexander went on to criticize radical German interpretations of the Gospels for starting from 

purely speculative false assumptions that could  be used to prove anything.[17] He does not seems 



to have realized that "the Germans" could have just as easily accused him of starting with an 

unwarranted assumption, namely that the Bible is divinely inspired. As early as 1825, Hodge 

warned that the preconceived assumptions of those who engaged in philosophical speculations 

represented the greatest danger facing biblical studies. Hodge, nonetheless, worked from his own 

set of preconceived assumptions, arguing that the only cure for speculative theological  abuse of 

the Scriptures is careful, reverential inductive study of the Bible based on the conviction of its 

divine origin and the need to rely on the Holy Spirit to overcome human resistance to the 

Truth.[18] Alexander and Hodge's views depended upon fundamental assumptions just as much 

as any of those whom they criticized, the difference being, in their own  opinion, that their 

assumptions were based on the Bible, inspired by God, and arrived at through the carefully 

wrought inductive method of Bacon.  

 Princeton's construction of its first principles on the twin pillars of Reformed theology 

and Enlightenment philosophy provided it with a doubly secure foundation for its system of 

doctrines and meanings. Those principles were at one and the same time self -authenticating and 

authoritative, being grounded in human consciousness and divine revelation. Princeton be lieved 

that these two sources of its knowledge of first principles rendered the principles themselves 

unassailable and proved them obviously different from the false assumptions of those who 

disagreed with Princeton's views on theology and philosophy. On t his apparently solid 

foundation, it built the rest of its theology.  

Piety 

 Princeton's evangelical context required it, however, to mold a theology tha t satisfied the 

pious heart as well as the rational mind. It accomplished that task through a relatively 

straightforward strategy that aligned the mind and heart, based on three principles: First, it 

posited an essential unity between right thinking and ri ght feeling. Second, it held that right 

feeling cannot contradict right thinking. Third, Princeton involv ed the Holy Spirit in the process 

of right thinking and feeling.  

 First, mind and heart comprise an essential unity. Archibald Alexander believed that it is 

difficult to frame the truths of the Bible in logical statements because they involve more than 

just the intellect. He avowed that those biblical truths have an "astonishing power" over ethical 

behavior and æsthetics as well-a power to penetrate the heart and influence the conscience. 

Alexander states, "There is a sublime sanctity in the doctrines and p recepts of the Gospel; a 

devotional and heavenly spirit pervading the Scriptures; a purity and holy tendency which cannot 

but be felt by the serious reader of the word of God, and a power to soothe and comfort the 

sorrowful mind…" His son, James W. Alexander, declared that God created the human heart and 

mind as well as the body, and Christ expected his followers to render him "a service of mind and 

heart."[19] Hodge's writings contain a sprinkling of aphorisms making the same point, namely 

that the Christian heart and mind are congruent with each other. He asserts, as one example, that, 

"All religious language false to the intellect is profane to the fee lings and a mockery of 

God."[20] The principle in all cases is the same, namely that one cannot divorce p iety from 

doctrines, heart from mind.  

 Second, the Princetonians believed that right thinking and correct doctrines provide an 

important way to achieve right feeling and piety. Although this second principle would seem to 

be an obvious corollary of the first, it entailed a slight but highly important shift in emphasis 

toward the mind that quietly reinforced the integrity of Princeton's principia theologi ae as 

commonsense first principles. We have already seen in Chapter Two that Princeton generally 

believed that the heart is the seat of human corruption while the mind is the avenue for reaching 

into the heart. Wrong feeling is the problem. Right thinking is the solution. James W. Alexander 



argues, accordingly, that sin dethrones the higher powers of the mind  and puts "the inferior 

passions and carnal appetites" in their place. Conversion removes the mental disorders of sin, 

restores harmony, and reorients the affections to center on "things above."[21] According to 

Alexander, furthermore, matters of doctrine and intellect must be set straight if one is to achieve 

a state of inner harmony between mind and heart. He sums up his observations by stating, "The 

closest connexion between faith and love is manifest from the nature of the case; as no object 

can be loved which is not perceived; and the more vividly an object of love is presented to the 

mind, the more is the affection increased in vigour."[ 22] Perception precedes affection. Mind 

drives emotions. For Green, the key to the process of achieving inner harmony  was the proper 

apprehension of the true meaning of Christian doctrines; he objected to German biblical 

scholarship because its critical theories destroyed the factual, rational foundation of biblical 

religion. Gaining a correct understanding of the meanin g of Christian doctrines is crucial, he 

thought, to religious life. In the particular case of "heathen" peoples, he believed that it is 

essential to "christianize" their languages as part of the process of conversion. The process could 

not be completed until those languages are "reached and purified."[23] 

 Faith, piety, the heart, right affections-by whatever name we chose to call the Christian's 

inner life and relationship with God, Princeton firmly pegged that life to right thinking, the 

concern for proper doctrines and sensible principles. It cut its piety from the same bolt of cloth 

as its theology and ideology. Feelings strengthened the common sense foundations on which both 

were based. 

 Third, the process of reaching the heart through the mind depends on the Holy Spirit. That 

is to say, the powerful and ultimately authoritative work of the Spirit in the deepest recesses of 

the human soul validated Princeton's commonsense perception of reality. On Sunday afternoon, 

26 November 1854, Dr. Hodge addressed his weekly conference with the student body, 

presumably with Wilson and McGilvary in attendance, on the subject of "The indwelling of the 

Spirit." He opened his informal comments with the statement that certain specific effects always 

mark the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Among these effects, he included "graces," which are the 

fruits of the Spirit. He went on to say that,  

The graces are 1st. Knowledge.  This is one of the chief ends for which the Spirit 

was promised by the Saviour to his disciples. This knowledge includes correct 

intellectual convictions and spiritual discernment. To this are due orthodoxy and 

love of the truth, and adherence to it under  all circumstances. To this source also 

are we indebted for the unity as well as the preservation of the faith. This is a 

ground of conviction beyond the reach of scepticism and unassailable by 

infidelity.[24] 

The first grace given through the Holy Spirit,  in other words, is that of right thinking, which is a 

matter of spiritual discernment as well as intellectual understanding. The Spirit and knowledge 

cannot be separated from each other. Hodge also believed that the indwelling of the Spirit 

confirmed orthodoxy's principia theologiae, which were also Princeton's commonsense first 

principles of theology and faith. He based his entire system of meanings on this epistemological -

spiritual foundation, which included the love of truth, adherence to truth, the uni ty of that truth, 

and the preservation of Christian faith. His final statement, above, relates his views on the 

relationship between the Spirit and knowledge back to the context of Common Sense Philosophy; 

the grace of knowledge rests on convictions so compelling and immediate that neither 

philosophical skepticism nor infidelity of any sort could shake it. Th at is precisely Reid's 

contention against Hume: the intuited principles of common sense are so immediate, so 

obviously true that no amount of skepticism can shake one's belief in them.[25] 



 Princeton built its system of doctrines and meanings on a theology that drew upon 

Common Sense Philosophy to establish its own biblical -theological principles as God-given 

intuited first principles of human consciousness. It held that such principles could not be 

"proved" by reason, but must be accepted as residing in the very structure of human nature itself, 

in the feelings as well as the intellect. God not only created these principles in us, but also 

reconfirms them through the agency of the Holy Spirit. The Princeton circle, thus, began with its 

own set of theological assumptions, transformed them into commonsense principles, and then 

defined and defended them as intellectually and spiritually incontrovertible. It was a closed 

system intended to function as a credible, solid, and convincing defense of Reformed 

confessional orthodoxy. The Princeton Theology, as we have already seen, was born into hard 

times for orthodoxy; the forces of infidelity seemed to be on the march at every quarter of the 

compass. Reformed confessional theology in America could withstand the onsl aught only if it 

had a defense fitting to both its theological heritage and its post -Revolutionary, Enlightenment 

context, such as would give it a solid ideological base from which to achieve its defense of 

orthodoxy. 

In Defense of Orthodoxy and Reality  

 If there was one thing that Princeton and its Old School compatriots believed more firmly 

than anything else, it was that "Calvinism" embodied the trues t, most pure and faithful system of 

theology and the best distillation of the teachings of Jesus availabl e to humanity. Its principia 

theologiae were contained in both the Bible and the human heart. Conservative Presbyterians felt 

deeply compelled thus to defend this system of truth, especially in the difficult decades of the 

Early Republic and the Antebellum. At a time in which inherited social and political structures 

came under increasing attack, the system they defended encompassed social as well as 

theological concerns, which meant that they required a system of defense that would uphold 

traditional social and political structures as well as religious and theological orthodoxy. The 

members of the Princeton circle found that system in their unique blend of confessionalism, 

common sense thought, and evangelicalism.[26] 

 Old School Presbyterian leaders, indeed, established Princeton Seminary for the very 

purpose of defending and disseminating Old School confessionalism through the training of an 

educated clergy, who would be well able to combat the forces of deism, emotional excess, 

speculative philosophy, and heresies of all stripes. In his 1812 inaugural address as the 

seminary's first professor, Archibald Alexander focused his audience's attention on apol ogetical 

issues, mounted a defense of the inspiration of the Bible, and gave a rebuttal of Hume's 

arguments against miracles. The seminary's original plan and early curriculum also reflected the 

intention of its founders, including most particularly Alexan der, to defend orthodoxy from the 

forces of infidelity, an intention that strongly shaped Princeton's sub sequent history.[27] Nothing 

symbolized and embodied Princeton's commitment to the defense of Reformed orthodoxy more 

than its flagship publication, The Biblical Repertory and Princeton Review , more widely known 

simply as the Princeton Review . It provided an ideal format for identifying and attacking 

infidelity while defending Reformed confessionalism. Noll suggests that Hodge's polemical 

writings in the Princeton Review  provide a "fuller, more comprehensive picture" of his thought 

than any other of his works, including his Systematic Theology . He concludes, "Hodge's defense 

of the Reformed faith in the Princeton Review  is a vast and complex subject. The journal's pages 

were his bricks from which he constructed a fortress for defending an Augustinian Calvini sm 

that still insisted on the sovereignty of God in salvation."[ 28] Princeton Seminary existed, above 

all else, to defend Reformed orthodoxy.  

 While its Early Republic-antebellum context may have, in a sense, driven the Old School 

and Princeton to a concern with apologetics, they took to the tasks of defending the faith and 



attacking infidelity with a will born of both their Reformed and Enlightenment he ritages. 

Reformed confessionalism, right down to the time of Turretin, faced a situation somewhat 

similar to the one American orthodox evangelicals confronted in the post -Revolutionary era. 

They each emerged out of a period of contending religious forces t hat threw them on the 

defensive and encouraged them to develop a more scholastic, articulated set of doct rines. Those 

doctrines allowed Reformed theologians of both eras to aggressively defend their own 

understanding of Christian faith and attack deviation s from that understanding.[29] The 

Enlightenment, although frequently antagonistic to the Christian relig ion, was no less zealous in 

its defense of truth and attacks on superstition. The more moderate Common Sense philosophers, 

in particular, pursued a clear apologetical agenda in their assertion that Hume and other radical 

Enlightenment thinkers engaged in wild speculations that undermined tradition and common 

sense.[30] Ahlstrom concludes with disarming simplicity, "The Scottish Philosophy was an 

apologetical philosophy, par excellence."[31] Reformed confessionalism defined and defended 

the reality of truth. Common Sense Philosophy defined and defended the truth of reality. 

Princeton combined the two in a profound commitment to defend old truths in new, difficult 

times. 

 As inheritors of both Reformed confessionalism and the Scottish Enlightenment, Princeton 

worked out a particular format or style of presentation that appears repeatedly in its apologetical 

literature, one that proceeds in a series of  steps: First, the Princeton authors identified the 

orthodox doctrine or principle they intended to defend. Second, they described the various 

mistaken positions of others to the left and right of the true, orthodox position. Their position, 

that is, was the via media between the errors of extremism. Third, they then demonstrated the 

reasons for the correctness of orthodox thought, using biblical citations and logical arguments to 

make their case. Finally, they often referred to commonsensical principles in cluding the 

generally accepted views (the common sense) of the church over the centuries. There were 

variations on these steps, of course, but most of them are found most of the time in most of 

Princeton's apologetical literature. Charles Hodge's  Systematic Theology is an important 

example, as are A. A. Hodge's  Outlines of Theology and his commentary on the Westminster 

Confession, The Confession of Faith . William Henry Green favored this format, as can be seen 

especially in his book, The Pentateuch Vindicated from the Aspersions of Bishop Colenso . 

Hodge, at least, used this same format extensively in the classroom, m arching his students 

through an almost endless parade of theological errors to ascertain the correct, middle way of 

orthodoxy.[32] 

 The professors faced still other issues, however, in their defense of orthodoxy. Just as they 

had to clarify why so many others disagreed with their theological principles, so too the 

Princetonians had to explain why they gave so much attention to the whole issue of a pologetics 

in the first place. The short answer was that God required it of them. J. A. Alexander explained 

that from its earliest days the church has had to contend with doctrinal differences. Those 

differences represent part of God's plan for the church,  forcing it to struggle with error, doubt, 

uncertainty, and temptation and to work its way through to the truth "by diligent investigation, 

careful comparison, and deliberate judgment." God, in short, used theological dissension to teach 

the church the rudiments of the Baconian inductive method. Alexander contended that before the 

church could overcome its obstacles  and enemies, it had to face them. He states,  

That this was God's providential purpose with respect to the Church, is evident from 

the whole tenor of his dispensations towards it; and a part of this disciplinary 

system was the permission of doctrinal diversities, even in her infancy. God 

enjoined on the church the duty of eschewing all doctrinal errors and achieving a 

unity of faith.[33] 



Defense of the Princeton system was taken thus to be nothing less than a sacred duty, a duty that 

included the use of common sense and Baconian methods for ascertaining Christian truth.  

 Alexander's statements and the general apologetical rationale underly ing the Princeton 

Theology represented yet another girder reinforcing the Princeton circle's confidence in the 

reliability of its system of theology. According to its own self -understanding, Princeton was not 

merely circling the wagons for a temporary defense against an occasional attack on the frontiers 

of orthodoxy. The Princetonians, rather, believed that they defended th e walls of a massive 

redoubt, one built long since by the biblical authors, under divine guidance, and strengthened by 

the likes of Augustine, Calvin, and Turretin.  

Conclusion  

 Princeton's system of doctrines and meanings, in the view of its adherents, res ted on a 

solid foundation, grounded in the traditions of Reformed confessionalism and Enlightenment 

common sense. That system fitted Princeton's conservative evangelical understanding of the 

relationship of heart to mind. It relied on the traditions and st rategies of both Reformed and 

Enlightenment apologetics, which provided it with ready answers as to why others disagreed 

with Princeton's doctrines and why the church had to engage in the defense of its doctrines. It 

took, as we said earlier, the best from two worlds, allowing the professors to argue that their 

foundational principles were at once biblical (traditional, Reformed) and comm onsensical 

(contemporary, Enlightened). In both incarnations, they held those principles to stand beyond 

question or doubt. The Princeton Theology was, at one and the same time, well -conceived and 

highly resistant to change to the point that, paradoxically , it was methodologically highly 

flexible and yet doctrinally just as highly inflexible. The professors could answer any question, 

quell any doubt, and meet any challenge without having to entertain the possibility that there 

might be a reason for questions, doubts, and challenges. While the Princeton Theology caused its 

would-be detractors endless frustration and discomfort , it encouraged its adherents to "stay the 

course" of their evangelical faith.  

Theological Strands  

Introduction  

 Princeton's system of meanings was simple in its conception, drawing on the traditional 

principia theologiae, recasting them into a common sens e mold, and ringing them with a solid 

defense rooted in the Bible and human nature. The system itself also involved important strands 

that reinforced the fundamental simplicity of the system while extending its usefulness. The most 

important of these for the Laos Mission's particular context include: (1) Princeton's dualistic 

perception of boundaries; (2) its belief that it could know the  nature and will of God; and, (3) its 

understanding of the nature of truth. These three key strands, taken together, prov ide a gauge of 

Princeton's ability to mold its foundational principles into a more elaborate system of meanings 

and doctrines, one that could deal with virtually any doubt or objection. To these significant 

strands, must be added a fourth one, moderation, a strand that failed to make the transition to 

northern Siam. That failure itself reveals important data regarding the way in which the  Laos 

Mission adapted its Princeton-like system of doctrines and meanings to its situation in Chiang 

Mai. 

Boundaries  

 Theological principles define cognitive boundaries and create their own need for 

apologetics, which is the defense of a theologically defined cognitive territory. Boundaries may, 



of course, be defined loosely or precisely and may be taken with varying degrees  of seriousness, 

but where there are theological principles there are theological and ideological boundaries. 

Princeton took its boundaries with the utmost seriousness and marked them with almost 

mathematical precision, ultimately acknowledging only two sp heres or kingdoms-those of God 

and of Satan, good and evil, light and darkness -defined by closely drawn boundaries that allowed 

for no shades of gray between them. A. A. Hodge once told his students that  

In considering and defining a doctrine, you should know what lies beyond. To 

bound Pennsylvania, you have to tell what is on the north -New York; on the west-

Ohio; on the east-this kingdom of New Jersey, &c. And so with a doctrine. It is well 

that we should know about the heresies beyond its boundaries, that  we may, by 

negation, exclude them. I shall sometimes ask you to come with me to the edge, and 

get the alternatives.[34] 

Thinking in terms of boundaries between the kingdoms of good and evil came easily and 

"naturally" to the Princeton professors, who stood as heirs of the West's larger intellectual 

tradition of dualistic thinking and its cognitive habit of dividing reality into opposite pairs-mind 

and matter, body and soul, divine and mundane, Christian and infidel.  

 In an article published in 1855, while McGilvary and Wilson were his students, J. A. 

Alexander summarized Princeton's bounded, dualistic worldview by writing,  

The Mosaic Cosmogony is simply introductory to the creation and original 

condition of man; and this again to the account of the fall; an d this to the 

Protoevangelium, or first promise of a Saviour, with its prophetical distinction of 

the race into two hostile and antagonistic parties, of which Christ and Satan are the 

heads and representatives. The character and destiny of these two partie s forms the 

subject of all subsequent religious history…[35] 

The division of humanity into "two hostile and antagonistic parties," Alex ander believed, was a 

consequence of Adam and Eve's original sin and God's subsequent promise to humanity of a 

savior. Alexander's words reflect the theological traditions of Reformed federalism with its two 

parties, the elect and the damned, and their two federal heads, Christ and Adam. Reformed 

thought had long taken the Fall with the utmost seriousness, believing that it created the 

oppressive conditions under which humanity has since struggled, is the source of every problem 

facing the human race, and also led to the division of humanity into the two camps of Christ and 

Satan. For a great many Reformed Christians, most no tably the English Puritans, the boundary 

between those two camps and the ultimate necessity of finding themselves on the right side of it 

was a pressing, frightful concern. Reformed theologians long struggled thus with the question of 

assurance, how, that is, one could be sure of her or his salvation.[36] 

 Princeton found the issue of assurance less immediate than its Reformed forbearers,  

probably because common sense thought provided it with the confidence that it could know God 

and God's will perfectly, if not fully (see below). The Princetonians, nonetheless, drew the 

boundaries between the saved and the lost just as sharply as did thei r Reformed predecessors. 

Hodge, to take one example, explains the hotly debated antebellum political issue of Sunday 

closing laws designed to protect the sanctity of the Sabbath in terms of two opposing camps. 

When church people stand on one side of the Sabbath question or any other issue and the 

"irreligious, as a class," take the opposite side, he reasons, invariably "the contest between them 

is a contest between light and darkness, between God and Satan." He summarizes the entire 

matter of keeping or breaking the Sabbath with the principle that, "He that will not bow to God, 



must bow to Satan."[37] We will find in Chapter Five that the concern for religious and doctrinal 

boundaries that lay behind this simply stated aphorism had an immense, immediate impa ct on the 

course of northern Thai church and missionary history.  

 That same concern for boundaries had earlier confronted  the Reformed Church with the 

practical ecclesiastical problem of who should and who should not be admitted to full 

membership in local  churches. Should the boundary between light and darkness cut through the 

society of the church itself? If so, where should Reformed churches draw the line? It resolved 

this dilemma by adhering to Augustine's solution, namely that since there is no human a uthority 

competent to discern the righteous from the unrighteous, both must be allowed to coexist within 

the church. It must be left to God to resolve the final destiny of the individual member.[ 38] The 

Princeton theologians could not accept Augustine's compromise, however, when it came to all -

important questions of doctrine; it could not allow doctrinal heresy to exist in t he church. Hodge 

claimed that throughout the history of the church there had been two grand, antagonistic systems 

of theology at war with each other, the "Augustinian and anti -Augustinian" systems. The one 

affirms divine sovereignty, the other the rights o f human nature. He held that they cannot be 

reconciled.[39] Both Hodge and Alexander felt that the key to this centuries long, church -wide 

doctrinal conflict lay in the theological understanding of Christ. The issue was whether one 

viewed Christ as "a mere man, or the mighty God." Archibald Alexander states, "As we embrace 

the one or the other of these opinions, our whole system of doctri ne will be modified. 

Accordingly, it is found, that all who deny the deity of Christ, reject all the fundamental truths 

of the Christian religion." Hodge is equally emphatic: "The difference is absolute between the 

inward religious state of those who regard Christ as a creature, and that of those who regard him 

as God. If the one be true religion, the other is impiety."[ 40] The Princeton Theology, in sum, 

displays a keen sense of the cognitive boundaries between the kingdoms of God and Satan and a 

precise appreciation of who resided on which side of those boundaries.  

 Tongchai's study of the impact of Western conception of ma ps and mapping on Thailand 

provides an instructive parallel to the role sharply drawn boundaries played in Princeton's 

thinking. Tongchai observes that before the advent of Western mapping, shifting allegiances 

among the rulers of Southeast Asia's many pet ty states left political boundaries fluid, diffuse, 

and ill defined. The smaller principalities frequently gave allegiance to two highe r political 

patrons, so that travelers only gradually moved across the "boundary" between those centers. 

There was no clearly defined geo-political boundary, that is, between Burma and Siam or Siam 

and Vietnam, for example. The European colonial powers cou ld not tolerate this hazy attitude 

toward boundaries and insisted upon carefully surveying and marking out the lines betw een each 

state and territory-down to the inch and centimeter.[41] They thought about territory, that is, 

much the way Princeton thought about theology, in terms of inches and centimeters, each valley 

and ridge carefully marked out and defended. The existen ce of such sharply defined boundaries, 

however, left the Princetonians with little room to maneuver or compromise. No demilitarized 

zone lay between truth and heresy. Hodge states in  The Way of Life, "There is no middle ground 

between the two. Every one is  either the servant of God, or the servant of the devil. Holiness is 

the evidence of our allegiance to our maker, sin is the service of  Satan."[42] This meant that 

there could be no compromises of any kind with theological error. Alexander, preaching in 18 44, 

sought to clarify a local pastor's responsibility to resist such error and urged pastors to adhere to 

an uncompromising defense of the truth.[43] 

 The Princeton circle emphasized Alexander's injunction against compromise for the simple 

reason that it believed that eternal salvation was at stake. Princeton took as one of its most 

important and basic first principles the "fact" that only those who acce pt the Christian gospel can 

be saved-where the principle is not stated explicitly, it was always assumed implicitly. Hodge 

urges that repentance "is the great, immediate and pressing duty of all who hear the gospel." 



They are to give up their sin and accept Christ, and if they do not, "The neglect of this duty, is 

the rejection of salvation. For, as we have seen, unless we repent we must perish." Alexander 

distilled the exclusive nature of the Christian message down into a simple aphorism, "It is the 

Gospel which brings God nigh."[44] 

 Its narrowly constructed dualism, in sum, enabled the Princeton circle to d efine and 

defend its system of meanings as the cognitive equivalent of sacred space. They believed that 

they shared this territory with Augustine, Calv in, and Turretin and, most particularly, with Jesus 

and the biblical authors. By God's grace, then, they worked from within the sacred realm of 

God's kingdom for the expansion of that kingdom into the whole world. They knew themselves to 

be God's people, and they knew those who did not share in at least the rudiments of their 

orthodoxy to be God's enemies. The boundaries of Princeton's orthodoxy enabled it to define 

both itself and others according to a well -established, sharply-delineated set of principles that 

divided the elect from the reprobate, the enlightened from the superstitious, the righteous from 

the wicked, and the children of light from the children of darkness. Princeton's dualistic 

cosmology also reinforced its disinclination to engage in an o pen dialogue with systems of 

meaning that contradicted it, even when those contradicting systems were ide ntifiably 

Reformed.[45] The discourses it aimed at its opponents in the pages of the  Princeton Review  and 

other publications were pedagogical and apologetical rather than dialogical.  

 Doctrinal boundaries mattered to Princeton. With them, it secured its id entity and at the 

same time acquired a sure means for knowing and categorizing those who stood outside the pale 

of right believing. The Princeton professors, however, faced the problem of demonstrating the 

certainty of its boundaries. How did they know that they had drawn those boundaries correctly? 

It was here that Princeton turned to the Scottish philosophers of Common Sense to gain for them 

an absolute confidence in the truth of their theological system.  

Knowledge of God  

 Princeton secured its doctrines and underlying system of meanings by transforming its 

doctrines into commonsensical, fundamental principles established by God in human 

consciousness. Princeton's epistemology, as we have already seen, combined insights drawn from 

its confessional and common sense progenitors. From Reformed confessionalism, it inherited a 

general inclination to trust reason and to use reason to obtain reliable knowledge,  particularly in 

relationship to fundamental theological truths.[46] From the Scottish philosophers it learned to 

trust human consciousness and its ability to comprehend fundamental principles of knowledge, 

including metaphysical knowledge. That trust transformed the Reformed confessional tendency 

to trust human reason conditionally into a faith in human knowing that seems to have had few 

conditions and that Princeton seldom questioned.[47] The fathers of American Presbyterian 

common sense, John Witherspoon and Samuel S. Smith, thus worked out an epistemology 

committed to Newtonian scientific principles and na tural philosophy and so apparently 

trustworthy that, as Noll states, "To Smith it was self -evident that proper science set one upon a 

privileged road to truth." Noll goes on to note that like many thinkers of his own time, "Smith 

was mesmerized by Newton's accomplishments and those of other natural scientists. He felt, as 

did so many of his contemporaries, that the triumphs of Newton established empirica l and 

inductive methods as the unique means for discovering the truth in any sphere."[ 48] Hodge and 

his colleagues, like Smith before them, lived in a "luminous world" epistemologically. They 

believed that careful, circumspect observation proves the world really is what the human race's 

common sense shows it to be. The Fall did not impair humanity's ability t o know the truth.[49] 

 Princeton insisted that humanity can know not only the truth concerning reality generally, 

but it can also know the truth about God specifically because the Bible and creation contain clear 



evidence of the nature and person of God. Princeton found the question regarding human 

knowledge of God a pressing one. Hodge felt that it lay at the very foundation of religion itself, 

arguing, "If God be to us an unknown God; if we know simply that he is, but not what he is, he 

cannot be to us the object of love or the ground of confidence. We cannot worship him or call 

upon him for help. Our Lord tells us that the knowledge of God is eternal l ife."[50] Hodge gives 

the human race no choice. It must and can know God. Princeton perceived three avenu es for 

attaining that knowledge: special revelation as contained in the Bible, human nature or 

consciousness, and the natural world-which three they divided into Revealed Theology (the 

Bible) and Natural Theology (human consciousness and the natural world) .[51] In terms of the 

Bible, Green states that it is "the only source of saving knowledge" and comprises a solid 

foundation for Christian knowledge and faith, one that has withstood a multitude of challenges 

over the centuries. It is the sole, ultimate base for the Christian faith. In terms of nature, 

Archibald Alexander writes, "The truth, however, is, that every thing which proceeds from God, 

whatever difficulties or obscurities accompany it, will contain and exhibit the impress of his 

character." And in terms of human consciousness, Hodge claims, "We are commonly and 

correctly said to know whatever is given in consciousness, or that can be fairly deduc ed from 

these primary truths or intuitions. It is in this sense we know God."[ 52] 

 When the professors maintained that humanity can know God, they meant it. In his 

seminal essay entitled, "Can God be Known?," Hodge argues that humans know "in the 

constitution of our nature" who God is and goes on to state,  

We form our notion, or idea, of God, therefore, by at tributing to him the perfections 

of our own natures without limitations, and in an infinite degree. And in so doing 

we attain a definite and correct knowledge of what God is; while we admit there is 

in him infinitely more than we know anything about; and w hile we are duly sensible 

that our ideas or apprehensions of what we do know are partial and inadequate, we 

are, nevertheless, assured that our knowledge within its limits is true knowledge; it 

answers to what God really is.[53] 

Hodge, here, makes a fine but highly important distinction; humanity can  apprehend God but it 

cannot comprehend God. Earlier in the same article, he acknowledged that humanity ca n have 

only a limited, partial knowledge of God because God is infinite and humans are finite, but he 

insisted that within their limitations humans can truly know, or apprehend God. "God," he 

writes, "really is what we believe Him to be, so far as our idea  of Him is determined by the 

revelation which He has made of Himself in his works, in the constitution of  our nature, in his 

word, and in the person of his Son."[54] We do well at this point to remember that Charles 

Hodge and his colleagues were common sense realists and, therefore, adamant in their conviction 

that humanity can know reality as it really is. For them reality included Ultimate Reality, and 

they could no more deny the possibility of knowing God than they could deny the reliability of 

the human senses in obtaining true knowledge of the physical world.  

 With their belief that human beings can truly know or apprehend God as God actually is, 

Princeton took a crucial step forward in the construction of its system of meanings and doctrines. 

Lacking that belief, the Princeton professors could not go on to insist that they themselves knew 

the truth about God's nature and God's will. They could not have claimed the virtually infallible 

authority in matters of faith and practice that they did cla im for their system of doctrines. 

Having averred a true knowledge of God, however, they could and did go on to ass ert a certain 

dogmatic infallibility. In the frequently quoted introduction to his  Systematic Theology , Hodge 

states, "Believers have an unction from the Holy One: they know the truth, and that no lie (or 

false doctrine) is of the truth." They know the tru th, he explained, as an inner conviction that 



cannot be shaken because it "…is founded on consciousness, and you might as well argue a man 

out of a belief in his existence, as out of confidence that what he is thus taught of God is true." 

Hodge then reminds his readers that this conviction of truth grows out of the work of the Spirit 

and is "confined to truths objectively revealed in the Scriptu res." Many years earlier, while 

arguing that the Hebrew Scriptures teach that salvation cannot be won through work s, he made 

the same claim, stating, "We have the great advantage of an infallible interpretation of these 

early oracles of truth, and the argumentative manner in which their authority is cited and applied 

prevents all obscurity as to the real intentions of  the sacred writers."[55] When Princeton 

claimed that they knew God's truth as God intended to communicate divine truth, they meant it 

literally and without qualification. For them to believe otherwise would be tantamount to 

questioning the Holy Spirit's ability to communicate perfectly with the human mind and heart. If 

God is supreme and perfect, they reasoned, God must be able to construct a p erfectly 

comprehensible revelation.  

 With the possibility of gaining true, if limited knowledge of the nature and person of God 

and an infallible knowledge of Scripture, Princeton also took a large step forward in the 

reification of its principles and the system of doctrines and meanings subsumed within them. The 

next step was to gain for itself priority over access t o the knowledge of God. For, one could 

argue that the true knowledge of God described thus far is open to any individual, Christian or 

otherwise, who took the trouble to study nature, human consciousness, and the Bible inductively. 

Anyone, it would seem, could work through this process. Princeton would never have admitted to 

such a possibility and avoided doing so by claiming that only Christian  believers could, finally, 

gain a clear, correct knowledge of God. Drawing yet again on both their theological and  

philosophical heritage, the professors used several strategies for authenticating that claim, two 

of the most frequent and most important being reliance, first, on the common sense of humanity 

and, second, on the power of the Holy Spirit.  

 The first way Princeton established its priority over knowledge of God was 

commonsensical; the Princeton circle claimed that its system of meanings was true because it 

represented the common sense of humanity, or of the church universal, or of orthodox Christians, 

or of a relevant interest group-depending on the occasion and need. Drawing on Common Sense 

Philosophy, they saw in the commonly held opinions of one vast majority or another a revelation 

of God's person and purposes, for those patient and wise enough to read it . If they could 

ascertain what that vast majority believed, they thought, they could understand something about 

God. At times, they cited the common sense of the entire human race. Hodge, as we have seen, 

argues that denial of the doctrine that human nature is composed of both body and soul "…is 

inconsistent with the common consciousness of men, who uniformly refer certain acts and states 

to the mind as one subject or substance, and certain others to the body as a different subject or 

substance." He goes on to claim that, "As this is a fact revealed in the common consciousness of 

men, it enters into the avowed convictions of all ages and all part s of the world. Every nation, 

ancient or modern, civilized or savage, has believed in the separate existence of th e soul." Hodge 

then reinforces his point by drawing on the commonly held beliefs of the church, another 

"majority" that carried considerable weight with the Princetonians. He asserts that the doctrine 

of body and soul "…is also the faith of the universal church. The Greeks, the Latins, the 

Lutherans, the Reformed, in short the whole Christian world, believes that the soul lives and acts 

in the full exercise of all its faculties, after it has left the body."[ 56] The Princetonians 

frequently limited "the whole Christian world," moreover, to those segments of the church that 

they themselves considered orthodox. Even then, the term "orthodox" could b e taken to include 

Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy as well as Protestantism, or on other occasions selected 

segments of Protestantism alone.[57] It sometimes seems as though the Princetonians were not 

satisfied that they had secured a point in their apologetical debates until they could identify the 

common sense of one majority or another to substantiate their defen se of that point. When the 



PCUSA was considering changing to a rotary system for electing local church elders in place of 

the existing system of permanent tenure, Alexander T. McGill defended the older system by 

claiming that it was the "universal usage" of English-speaking Presbyterian immigrants to the 

American colonies and their home churches in England, Scotland, and Ireland.[ 58] Viewed from 

beyond Common Sense's pale, it is difficult to see the relevance of such an artificial, contrived 

"majority" to deciding whether to adhere to a rotary or life -tenure system for electing elders. For 

those, like McGill and his colleagues at Princeton, ascer taining the common sense of the mass of 

common people was always a relevant, crucial matter -no matter how limited or artificial that 

mass might be. 

 Princeton did not depend on common sense alone, nonetheless, to establish its 

epistemological priority over the knowledge of God. Hodge made that point by observing that 

there is a difference between mere learning and the  knowledge that Christians derive from the 

operation of the Holy Spirit working through their inner consciousness and their experiences. 

The difference was that the Spirit reveals the truth of the very nature of things to Christians. 

Knowledge of God, thus, is essentially an assent to the truth that can be made only with the aid 

of the Spirit. Hodge calls that assent the "spiritual apprehension of the truth" or, again, the 

"spiritual discernment of divine things." He states, "Without knowledge there can be no religion; 

for religion consists in knowledge and in the effects which knowledge, through the influences of 

the Holy Spirit, produces upon the heart and life."[59] Archibald Alexander concurred, 

emphasizing more strongly perhaps than Hodge did the fundam ental difference between 

"spiritual knowledge" and "speculative knowledge." Spiritual knowledge, Alexander believed, 

touches the heart and emotions and enlightens the whole person so that one has holy feelings and 

a heart-felt inclination to worship God. To experience spiritual knowledge is to be converted into 

a new person. Ultimately, Alexander argued, this knowledge and the evidence on which it is 

founded is not rational or based on reasoned thinking, although it satisfies reason. It arises, 

rather, "from the supreme excellence of divine truth revealed to the soul, by the illumination of 

the Holy Spirit." The person who has received such spiri tual knowledge knows without doubt 

that "the doctrine of the gospel is of God."[60] The Spirit, in short, inspires those who have 

experienced spiritual conversion so that they, and they alone, discern the deeper truths contained 

in human knowledge. 

 It should not be thought, however, that the "spiritual apprehension of the truth" involves 

mystical spiritualism. The Princetonians firmly believed that the Holy Spirit works through more 

conventional and far more effective means to bring the believer to knowled ge of spiritual things. 

As Hodge writes,  

The doctrine that the Holy Spirit works in the people of God both to will  and to do 

according to his own pleasure, is not inconsistent with the diligent use of all 

rational and scriptural means, on our part, to grow in grace and in the knowledge of 

God. For though the mode of the Spirit's influence is inscrutable, it is still t he 

influence of a rational being on a rational subject. It is described as an enlightening, 

teaching, persuading process, all of which terms suppose a rational subject 

rationally affected. The in-dwelling of the Spirit, therefore, in the people of God, 

does not supersede their own agency.[61] 

He believed, that is, that the Holy Spirit worked through all of the professors, teachers, pastors, 

elders, Sunday school teachers, and others who preached and taught the orthodox evangelical 

system of meanings and doctrines, as well as all of their books,  articles, pamphlets, sermons, and 

lectures. The Holy Spirit used all of these means to educate the faithful rather than mystify them, 

to the end that the studious, faithful student would acquire a certain knowledge of  Christian 



truth. Archibald Alexander claims thus that the "sincere and diligent inquirer" after the truth 

"will be in no danger of fatal mistake" because God will attest to the veracity of divine 

revelations to such inquirers. Or, as Hodge puts it, God sh ines into the hearts of Christians and  

gives them "the light of the knowledge of the glory of God, as it shines in the face of Jesus 

Christ." John Eckard, one of Princeton's faithful outriders, went so far as to declare the 

superiority of religious over scientific knowledge. He argued that revealed religion involves 

historical proofs, logical proofs, and an authentication of its truths by God "to the heart of each 

true believer."[62] 

 The value of the Princeton circle's epistemological confidence in its own  set of divinely 

inspired, commonsensical theological principles is clear. Breward points out that the sixteenth -

century English Puritan, William Perkins, also believed that Christian revelation provided him 

with "infallible information and axioms, divinel y revealed through the secret operation of the 

Spirit," with the consequence that Perkins obtained "a watertight argument against those 

consciences which differed from one's own. Different conclusions when truth was one and 

infallibly revealed could only be due to sinful blindness."[63] So it was for the Princeton 

professors. They knew the truth. Those who differed with them were necessarily blind to the 

truth, self-deceiving, possibly arrogant, and always faithless to the Gospel. We have already seen 

that in the bounded, dualistic world of Princeton there could only be one truth, and Breward's 

evaluation of Perkins hints at another implication of the Princeton circle's epistemology, namely 

that all truths from whatever sources must also be one.  

Truth 

 If the Princetonians would have chosen one word, more than any other, to summarize their 

own understanding of their system of doctrines, they almost surely would have chosen the word 

"truth" as being more adequate than any other single word. The word appears so  frequently in 

their theological writings in association with the doctrines they advocated that it can be taken as 

a synonym for the Princeton Theology itself.[64] Princeton coupled its own system of theology 

with a concept of truth that, in turn, included  a number of excellent qualities ultimately 

associated with God. Hodge avows that knowledge of the truth is essential for "any genuine 

religious feeling or affection" and links it with "that the inward state of mind, which constitutes 

religion." He writes, "We are begotten by the truth. We are sanctified by the truth. It is by the 

exhibition of the truth, that the inward life of the soul is called into being and into exercise."[ 65] 

While he and his colleagues honored truth of all sorts including scientific truth, he asserted the 

primacy of moral and religious truths as being "just as certain, and infinitely more important 

than the truths of science."[66] Princeton, in sum, invested in the concept of truth all that it held 

to be ultimate, good, and holy.  

 Equally to the point, Hodge and his colleagues insisted that the truth is objective and 

therefore reliable. He states,  

The primary idea of truth is that which is trustworthy; that which sustains our 

expectations, which does not disappoint, because it really i s what it is assumed or 

declared to be. It is opposed to the deceitful, the false, the unreal, the empty, and 

the worthless. To regard a thing as true is to regard it as worthy of trust, as being 

what it purports to be.[67] 

Princeton valued truth for the reason that it is objectively real or, as Archibald Alexander puts it 

in the particular case of the Christian religion, "the truth of Christianity is really a matter of 

fact."[68] Alexander also argues that truth must be reasonable, that knowledge of the tr uth 



depends on reason, and that, "Truth and reason are so intimately connected, that they can never, 

with propriety, be separated." The reason he had in mind, however, was that of the common 

sense philosophers. Reason is that which makes sense, or is belie vable, to human nature. He 

concludes, "But it is reasonable to believe what by our senses we perceive to exist; and it is 

reasonable to believe whatever God declares to be true." Hodge makes it clear that what is 

finally involved in the Princeton conception of truth is the first principles of common sense, 

truths that he calls "the laws of our being" or "laws of belief" that God has "impressed upon our 

constitution."[69] Princeton joined Edinburgh in thus insisting that humanity can know the truth 

about reality, reality as it actually is, and i t emphasized that knowledge of the truth must be 

apprehensible, believable, and factual, else, as A. A. Hodge observes, "…it is mere 

superstition."[70] 

 Princeton's understanding of the truth parallels their arguments concerning the knowledge 

of God: just as humans can know God truly, so they can know the truth just as truly. Knowledge 

of the truth, like knowledge of God, is lodged in divinely created human nature, contained in 

God's special revelation in Scripture, and, we will remember, confirmed and made operative by 

the enlightening power of the Holy Spirit. Again, just as in the case of the knowledge of God, 

enlightened, pious Christians alone have full access to the truth.[ 71] By the same token, 

knowledge of the truth influences the heart as well as the mind and is an important factor in the 

individual Christian's piety. Hodge states, "Truth and holiness are most intimately related."[ 72] 

Princeton's equation of its system of doctrines with this conception of truth a s both divinely 

given and entirely objective reinforced its system of doctrines and meanings by grounding that 

system all the more firmly in the nature of reality itself. It lent increased weight to Princeton's 

confidence in its theology and in that sense of knowing the truth that its nineteenth-century 

opponents and twentieth-century critics have sometimes found so frustrating.  

 Various members of the Princeton circle built upon the concept of truth in at least three 

important ways, each of which went even  further to strengthening Princeton's grasp of that truth. 

McGill, first, worked out a "high Presbyterian" view of the church in relationship to the truth. 

He writes, "Before Abraham was Christ was, and where Christ was the Church his body was, in 

word and type and prophesy inscribed upon her pillar." Thus, "The Church was part of the truth 

and the truth was declared by the Church from the beginning, and these two -so distinct, but 

inseparable-are like the Urim and Thummim…" He views the church, then, as, "a  part of 

revealed truth, and not merely as the depository, the interpreter, the expedient and the 

missionary of truth."[73] Stated more strongly than usual for Princeton, McGill's comments make 

explicit its assumption that the church was intimately associa ted with truth. Second, Princeton's 

dualism demanded that there could be only one single, internally consistent system of truth 

without any contradictions to it, reinforcing Princeton's perception that religious truth could not 

exist outside of the Christian religion and the church.[74] At the same time, the truths discovered 

by various branches of study could not contradict each other. A. A. Hodge told his students that, 

"Genuine science does not conflict with revelation."[75] With these two points, Princeton staked 

an even stronger claim to the truth and made it clear that it viewed any divergence from orthodox 

theology as a divergence from the truth itself, for there can be only one truth.  

 The third way in which Princeton expanded on its understanding of  the truth was its belief 

that truth cannot change over time or be influenced by place; truth is neither temporal nor 

contextual. Reformed confessionalism had long held that its truths applied to the whole of the 

human race, since it was the whole race that had fallen through the sin of its "federal head," 

Adam. Only one truth leads thus to salvation, a truth that applies to all peoples and ages.[ 76] 

Common sense thought reinforced Princeton's conception of timeless, universal truth by claiming 

that it is the very essence of the concept of firs t principles that they are common to the whole 



human race in all ages and nations. Princeton took it as one of its tasks to demonstrate that the 

Christian religion is central to that one truth.[77] 

 Several scholars have argued that the Princetonians, as a  consequence of their belief in the 

unity and universality of truth, lacked an historical consciousness. Other scholars, more recently, 

present a mixed picture, suggesting that the Princeton circle combined a certain h istorical 

consciousness with what can only be called an a-historical attitude towards truth.[78] The 

distinction and the point made by these later studies is an important one because, paradoxically, 

the Princeton professors' conception of the past actually  reinforced their a-historical 

understanding of the relationship of religious truth to time and context. On the one hand, 

Princeton held that God reveals divine truth in time, that the Bible contains historical truth, and 

that any denial of the historicity of biblical facts undermines the authority of the Bible itself. 

Princeton believed that knowledge of the truth, furthermore, is progressive and that the church in 

various times has had to struggle to understand the truth for its own age and place. On the other 

hand and as we have seen, Princeton took what amounted to a Platonic view of truth itself, 

meaning that it understood truth to be a category that is eternal, unchanging, and one.[ 79] Green 

summarizes Princeton's view of the relationship of truth to h istory by stating, "Truth is one, but 

it has its changing relations to the changing state of things."[ 80] Truth itself, in sum, is not 

historically or culturally contingent and does not change. What was true one hundred or two 

thousand years ago remained t rue in the nineteenth-century and would continue to be true 

forever. Given Princeton's confidence in the relationship of its confessional orthodoxy to the 

truth, the timeless, unchanging nature of truth meant that their theology could not and should not 

be adapted to given contexts, except as those contexts opened further knowledge of the truth to 

them; and since knowledge is one, the new truths they learned must necessarily reconfirm and 

reinforce the truth they already knew. Princeton's view of truth, thu s, protected its adherents 

from any thought of relativism, historical or cultural.  

Moderation  

 In Chapter Two, we saw that both the Princetonians and McGilvary shared in a certain 

degree of broad-mindedness. In Princeton's case, at least, a deeper spirit o f moderation led to an 

occasional inclination to take stands that might seem to have been out of line with its 

conservative Old School associations. Two of the chief spokesmen for moderation on the 

seminary faculty were Alexander T. McGill and J. A. Alexan der. In his studies on church 

government, McGill repeatedly urged that the church has frequently had to discover and follow 

what he termed "the golden moderation of the gospel" that lay between the "opposite extremes of 

error."[81] The Catholics, for example, place too much emphasis on church government while 

"reactionary" Protestant groups fail to give it sufficient attention or weight. McGill observes, 

"Truth, in this department as in others, will be found a just mean betwixt opposite extremes."[ 82] 

J. A. Alexander, commenting on the relationship of the Hebrew Scriptures to the New Testament, 

elaborates on McGill's dictum, explaining,  

The truth thus taught is intermediate between two extremes of error. This is not 

unfrequently, we might perhaps say invariably, the case. There are few important  

doctrines which are not in conflict with a plurality of errors, or of forms of error, 

not collateral or incidental, merely, but directly adverse to the truth in question. 

And as this most frequently arises from our proneness to extremes, and from the 

tendency of these to generate each other, the defender or discoverer of truth must 

frequently be occupied in seeking a safe standing place between two fatal, or at 

least untenable extremes.[83] 



Truth and correct doctrinal Christianity invariably stand safely between the extremes of fatal 

error. 

 Several scholars have pointed out that Princeton also acted moderately, one of the most 

important examples being its unwillingness in 1837 to take sides with the hardcore Old School  

"ultras" in their drive to oust the New School from the Presbyterian Church but to find, instead, 

a middle ground that could lead to a reconciliation between the two sides.[ 84] J. A. Alexander 

explains that, theologically, the best policy was always that of "eschewing all exaggeration and 

extravagance" even in defending the truth and opposing error because, "…all erratic and 

disorderly efforts to promote religion, however good the motive, tend not only to fanatical 

excitement as the proximate result, but to the ulterior result of apathy and spiritual deadness, 

which is almost sure to follow it."[85] Hoffecker points out that from its inception Princeton felt 

driven to forge a middle way, or via media , between those who emphasized cognitive religion on 

the one side and those on the other side who emphasized affective over objective faith, a division 

found among Presbyterians as well among American evangelicals generally. Princeton strove for 

a balance that was at once cognitive and affective, while avoiding t he excesses of imbalance in 

either direction.[86] 

 Princeton valued moderation, both in doctrine and in action, but the professors' moderate 

attitude depended on circumstances, and, at times, they displayed a less than enthusiastic 

commitment to the middle way. They noted, for example, that some of their opponents also laid 

claimed to a middle ground between extremes of their own creation, a via media  that failed to 

stand the test of orthodoxy, created unsupportable theological superstructures, and usually e nded 

up combining the worst rather than best aspects of the extremes they stood between.[ 87] Green, 

in particular, seems to have had doubts about the wisdom of moderation. Taylor observes of 

Green's views on German critical biblical scholarship that, "Gree n was not convinced that one 

could occupy the middle position in the battle with integrity." Green felt that the options 

involved were clear, namely, "One either embraced the critical methodology wholeheartedly and 

with it atheism or pantheism or one held tenaciously to a traditional understanding of the biblical 

texts as the inspired and revealed word of God."[88] There were limits, that is, to Princeton's 

understanding of moderation and of its willingness to think and to act moderately. Drawing on a 

dualistic worldview that allowed no compromise between rigidly drawn spheres of good and evil, 

the Princetonians saw themselves as representing the truth against falsehood, and ultimately they 

could not moderate their adherence to the side of God and truth.  

 This last point would prove highly significant in northern Siam. While the Laos Mission's 

records do not convey the impression that its members were pulpit thumping radical 

evangelicals, Chiang Mai shared with Princeton, as we saw in Chapter Two, a radical a ntipathy 

towards heathenism. In Chiang Mai, apart from the Laos Mission and its converts, there were 

only "heathens," and we will recall that the members of the mission variously described the 

heathen as being like a valley of dry bones, vain, idolatrous, irreverent, angry and wicked 

wolves, morally degraded, helpless, ignorant, lonely, and dead. The records of the Laos Mission 

contain no hint of moderation when it comes to heathenism, so that in Chiang Mai the 

missionaries could find no "middle ground" to occupy. They, rather, thought of themselves as an 

invading army, locked in an epic, cosmic struggle with the heathen forces of Satan.[ 89] 

 In spite of the inclination to moderation that the members of the Laos Mission, 

particularly McGilvary, shared with Princeton (see Chapter Two), their perception of their 

situation in Chiang Mai switched off that inclination. They could not act in moderation in their 

relations with and attitudes towards heathenism. From what we have seen here concerning 

Princeton's views on both the heathen and moderation, it seems apparent that the mission's 

immoderate attitudes towards Buddhism and Buddhists represents yet another parallel between 



Chiang Mai and Princeton. The mission, that is, behaved and believed as Princeton would ha ve if 

Princeton found itself in Chiang Mai. 

Conclusion  

 All four of these strands or ramifications of Princeton's system of doctrines and meanings -

its sense of dualism, knowledge of God, understanding of the truth, and moderation -served to 

confirm and strengthen the Princeton circle's confidence in the correctness of its theology. These 

ramifications disallowed more than one true religion, more than one way of knowing God, and 

more than one way of possessing truth. They placed people of other faiths and Chr istians of 

other theologies in the twin categories of heathenism and infidelity, seeing them as people who 

deny the first principles of common sense, orthodoxy, and evangelical piety and who stand 

against God. The Princeton circle measured even its moderat ion over against heresies to its right 

and left, preserving for itself the one true center. Only the Holy Spirit, according to Princeton, 

can authenticate knowledge of God and the truth, and those who have not experienced such 

authentication are not among the elect. We have called Princeton's system of meanings a closed 

ideology. These four key strands of its system of meanings and doctrines further buttressed the 

ramparts of its theological fortress.  

 In the following chapters, we will find that the pionee r members of the Laos Mission 

conducted themselves in a manner that reflected these same four aspects of Princeton's system of 

doctrines and meanings. They based their actions on a sharply defined sense of dualism, seeing 

themselves at war with their Buddhist-animist context. They believed that they alone knew God 

and knew the truth. Even their failure to act moderately towards the heathen echoed the 

limitations of Princeton's own moderation. They especially shared, at the last, in Princeton's 

sense of confidence in the unqualified rightness of their system of doctrines and meanings, a 

sense that powerfully influenced, as we will see, their behavior in Chiang Mai.  

Conclusion 

 The Princeton circle drew on its Reformed, Enlightenment, and evangelical tradition s to 

work out a pious and apologetical theology based on fundamental first principles. That theology 

insisted that humans could know God truly, if guided to such knowledge by the Bible and the 

Holy Spirit. It claimed, however, that only those who had exper ienced the Holy Spirit  and been 

led to true Christian faith could actually know God and the truth. The Princeton circle felt a deep 

commitment to discern and defend the boundaries of God's truth because the salvation of the 

human race depended on preserving that truth untainted by heathen superstitions, religious 

enthusiasm, and the wild speculations of faithless philosophers.  

 One hesitates to brand the Princeton Theology with the label "ideology" for the reason that 

it was clearly systematic, elaborate, consistent, and self-conscious-features normally lacking in 

most ideologies. Still, as we have noted repeatedly, the Princeton circle built its theology out of 

the main currents in American religious and intellectual thought, including even romanticism. 

That theology represented a blend of culture and theology that leaned heavily towards its 

theological side, as we would expect from a group of self -conscious and articulate theologians. 

The Princeton Theology does not have the "feel," the smell and texture, o f an ideology. When 

transported beyond the walls of seminaries and the bindings of theological tomes into local 

churches, however, it lost most of its rigor as a systematic theology. In the course of the journey 

from pastors in their pulpits to the people in their pews, it became submerged once again in its 

larger evangelical context as a shared set of assumptions and attitudes that shaped the peoples' 

values and behavior. It became, in a sense, a "people's theology," a theology that took on more 

of the form of a semi-covert, less systematic, and less self-aware ideology. 



 In the particular case of the small group of Old School Presbyterian missionaries who 

worked in Chiang Mai in the 1860s and 1870s, distinct traces of Princeton remained, but the 

measured theological cadences of the Hodges and Alexanders did not find their way across the 

expanse of the Pacific-except, to a limited extent, in the writings of Daniel McGilvary. As we 

have also observed, the missionaries took with them, instead, a more diffuse m anner of thinking 

that combined theology and ideology into a single system of doctrines and meanings. Where 

Princeton encapsulated its system of doctrines and meanings in a systematic theology contained 

in books and articles, sermons and tracts, the Chiang  Mai Nine expressed their system of 

meanings and doctrines, first and foremost, in a set of activities and events. It is to those 

activities and events we now turn, seeking to understand the relationship of missionary thinking 

to their behavior in light of the Princeton Theology. 
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Introduction  

  The nine pioneer members of the Laos Mission took with them to Chiang Mai a number o f 

advantages that should have stood them in good stead as they sought to  communicate the 

Christian message to the people of northern Siam. By 1867, Protestant missionaries had 

accumulated nearly forty years of experience in Siam. They knew the language, th e religion, and 

the culture of the people, and while northern Siam diffe red from Bangkok in all these respects, it 

was not that different. The missionaries themselves were well educated and highly motivated, 

had supplies of modern medicines, and the good will-initially-of the Chiang Mai government. 

They also had the interest and respect of the general populace and the support of the Bangkok 

government.[1] In spite of these advantages and its later success as an agent of Westernization, 

the Laos Mission apparently failed to take advantage of its favorable position, particularly in the 

field of evangelism.[2] As we have seen, later generations of missionaries, church leaders, and 

scholars have tried to explain that failure in various ways. Contemporary histori graphical 

approaches, as we have also seen, direct our attention to the deeper sources of behavior found in 

the system of doctrines and meanings that the early members of the mission also took with them 

to northern Siam, a system that both paralleled and had direct links to the Princeton Theology. 

When one turns to the history of the Laos Mission between 1867 and 1880, it becomes apparent 

that three facets of the mission's work provide the clearest evidence of the role of theology and 

ideology in that work.  Those three facets include the mission's evangelistic efforts, relation s 

with the northern Thai church and society, and program of education. We begin here with 

evangelism and leave education and ecclesiastical relations for the following chapters.  

Baconain Evangelism  

Introduction  

 During their first months in Chiang Mai in 1867, the McGilvary family lived under 

appalling conditions, crowded into a public "sala," a porch -like building, located on a main 

thoroughfare leading into the city. They had little p rivacy and few amenities. Their personal 

goods stood stacked and piled about, and they had to contend with constant crowds of people 

who came to watch them and talk to them. For all of its inconveniences, however, the 
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McGilvarys did not regret their situat ion because it gave them a multitude of opportunities to 

teach people about the Christian faith. They guided every conversation towards that end, and, 

strange as it may seem to later generations, they found that teaching the rudiments of Western 

science to their auditors frequently offered them the best avenue for introducing their religious 

message. McGilvary later remembered that in those earliest days, "We could often, if not 

usually, better teach religion-or, at least, could better lead up to it -by teaching geography or 

astronomy. A little globe that I had brought along was  often my text."[3] 

 Unless we have an understanding of the McGilvarys' theological heritage, using a globe 

and discussing science with the good citizens of Chiang Mai would appear to be a rather curious 

way to approach them with the Christian message. Dan iel's professors at Princeton, however, 

would have approved and seen his use of scientific knowledge for evangelistic purposes as a 

practical application of Archibald Alexander's claims that, "The internal evidence of revelation 

is analogous to the evidence of the being and perfections of God from the works of creation…" 

and that, "there is in the structure of the world, the most convincing evidence of the existence of 

an all-wise and all-powerful Being."[4] McGilvary apparently accepted the Princeton view that 

there is a clear relationship between the natural sciences and a saving, rational faith, believing 

that if he could convince the people of the truth of science they would themselv es see that the 

truths of science lead up to and confirm the greater tru th of Christianity.[5] The initial progress 

of their scientific and cosmological dialogue with the people of Chiang Mai encouraged the 

McGilvarys with its potential for spreading the C hristian message, especially after one of their 

partners in those discussions found their arguments from scientific to religious truth challenging 

and, ultimately, persuasive. His name was Nan Inta, the first -and as far as we know, the only-

convert the Laos Mission ever obtained directly through the application of "Baconian 

evangelism," that is, by using science information and theories to validate the truth of the 

Christian religion. 

Nan Inta [6] 

 Among the great number of people who visited the McGilvary family in their first weeks 

in Chiang Mai, McGilvary recalled most clear ly Nan Inta, a tall, handsome, thoughtful looking 

man, who called on them ostensibly to obtain medicine for a severe cough. He actually came 

more out of curiosity about their strange religious message than anything else. He was roughly 

forty-nine years old, had seven children, and had been an abbot at one time; people knew him to 

be a devoutly religious individual with a studious, logical, active mind and a personality that 

McGilvary described as honest, frank, and sincere. After his first visit, Nan Inta b egan to drop 

by frequently and to read manuscript copies of the few tracts that the missionaries had translated 

into northern Thai. Although he had ceased to find his own religion sati sfying, he also found it 

difficult to accept the patently alien religious message of the missionaries. McGilvary reports, 

"We had some arguments, also, on the science of geography, on the shape of the earth, on the 

nature of eclipses, and the like. What he heard was as foreign to all his preconceived ideas as 

was the doctrine of salvation from sin by the death of Christ."[7] Over the course of this debate, 

Nan Inta grew increasingly intrigued by the plausibility of the biblical account of the creation of 

the world as well as the Christian "plan of salvation," but he could not d ecide how true they 

were. McGilvary, meanwhile, continued to argue that Christianity provided a better 

understanding of the physical world, under the assumption that if he could prove that point Nan 

Inta would accept the religious truth of Christianity as well. 

 Having failed to bring Nan Inta to a definite decision concerning the truth of Western 

religion and science, McGilvary employed a new tactic in place of debating cosmology. He k new 

from his almanacs that Siam would experience a solar eclipse on 18 A ugust 1868, and about a 



week before the event, he informed Nan Inta of the coming eclipse. McGilvary wrote that Nan 

Inta later stated his feelings about this prediction as follows,   

His sacred books had taught him that it [the eclipse] is occasioned by a h uge 

monster devouring the sun. Of course therefore such a thing as predicting before -

hand the day and the hour is impossible. We accounted for it on natural principles, 

and as an evidence of their correctness told beforehand the very hour of its 

occurrence…It seemed to him a bold venture in us as if we were staking all on a 

single event, and were willing to rest the falsity of Buddhism on the issue.[ 8] 

Nan Inta agreed that a correct prediction would disprove his former beliefs about the nature of 

the world because McGilvary could not possibly predict when a huge monster would devour the 

sun. He also allowed that a correct prediction of the solar eclipse would suggest that he had been 

misled in religious as well as scientific matters.  

 McGilvary's correct prediction threw Nan Inta into an even deeper quandary, facing him 

with the probability that his whole worldview, including his religious faith, was wrong. 

McGilvary claimed that Nan Inta faced "a sea of uncertainty," because his trust in his own merit 

and the foundation of his religious faith had shown themselves built not on rock but on "the 

drifting sand." Nan Inta then had to deal with the question of whether or not he should accept th e 

Christian message and diligently set himself the task of finding an an swer to that question.[9] He 

studied all of the literature the missionaries could provide him and learned to read central Thai 

so he could study the Bible and other literature the Siam  Mission had produced in that script. 

McGilvary observes,  

He soon gave evidence that he sought by prayer to be guided into the knowledge of 

the truth. Having need of a teacher and writer I employed him in that capacity, with 

the design in part, of having him under our immediate instruction. He accompanied 

me on a tour to Lampoon, the 1st of November. This gave us more opportunities of 

conversation, than we had even at home. During that tour he expressed his full 

conviction on the truth of Christianity.[10] 

Nan Inta received baptism in January 1869 and in later years proved to b e the most important 

northern Thai leader of the church up until his death in 1882.  

 McGilvary, of course, expressed his personal sense of joy with Nan Inta's conversion, 

writing, "Well may we exclaim, What hath God wrought! It is well calculated to inspir e us with 

faith in God's promises that he can and will gather in his own chosen ones."[ 11] It was not so 

much, however, the simple fact of that conversion that impressed McGilvary as t he role his 

cosmological arguments, capped by the prediction of the ecli pse, played in Nan Inta's decision. 

McGilvary wrote of Nan Inta,  

The explanation of it [the eclipse] seemed to him so natural and beautiful and 

rational compared with what their books teach, that it led him to a clear and firm 

foothold on which he feels and knows that he is safe. And now almost daily he uses 

the same argument to his countrymen. He feels in reference to it as you do when 

you have been deceived once by an individual, that  you cannot be caught again. So 

Nan Inta argues, Buddh has lied there I know. How can I believe him in more 

important matters? If he has deceived me when he teaches me that an eclipse is 

caused by a huge monster devouring the sun-how can I trust him when he tells me 



that the worship of his image will save me? When I come to th ink of it, the one is as 

ridiculous and as absurd as the other.[12] 

 Whether or not these sentiments faithfully summarize Nan Inta's own interpretation, they 

do accurately reflect the Baconian message McGilvary delivered to him, a message that precisely 

paralleled Princeton's systems of theology and meaning. McGilvary challenged Nan Inta with a 

dualistic choice between what he presented as the unconditional, a -historical, and enlightened 

truth of Christianity as over against the false superstiti ons of the northern Thai, such as the 

belief in sun-eating monsters.[13] In the process, he exhibited a Baconian faith in the truth of 

science and its value as a "handmaiden" to Christian faith, p articularly relying on Newtonian 

principles to demonstrate the rational nature of both science and faith. The whole process was a 

mental one based on McGilvary's favorable impression of Nan Inta's intellectual qualities and on 

a fundamental, Enlightenment trust in human cognition. He, more specifically, argued with  Nan 

Inta on epistemological grounds that further demonstrated McGilvary's quiet confidence in the 

human intellect to discern the truth and make rational, methodical choices based on a careful 

weighing of evidence. He was as much a Reformed scholastic as he was an enlightened 

Baconian, bent on laying before Nan Inta a set of irrefutable principles in a patently apologetical 

mode. McGilvary called Nan Inta to faith by calling on him to understand th e nature of the 

Newtonian universe and its implications for his traditional cosmology and religious beliefs. He 

did not begin with Scripture, but with a little globe, and only brought Nan Inta to the study of 

the Bible after he had scored substantial debat ing points in the cosmological arena.  

 Implicit in not only the method of his delivery of the Christian message to Nan Inta but 

also in McGilvary's attitude was the dualistic assumption that the transfer of knowledge should 

go in only one direction. He bel ieved that he knew and preached the one, universal, and 

objective truth that leads to salvation, and it surely never entered his mind that Nan Inta's 

perception of reality had anything positive to teach him. "The Buddh," after all, had "lied" to 

Nan Inta about the nature of the physical world, a "fact" that threw into serious doubt the whole 

belief system of northern Siam. In that sense, McGilvary lived in a doubly Newtonian world in 

which both physical and religious reality could be understood and events i n each predicted. 

Equally to the point, he equated the activ ity of God with the fact that he persuaded Nan Inta to 

change his religious allegiance and affiliation. What, he asked in wonder and astonishment, had 

God wrought? In seeking to understand why the  pioneer members of the Laos Mission introduced 

an apparently alien religious message to the people of northern Siam without attempting to adapt 

the message to the audience, this point requires emphasis. Daniel McGilvary did not seek to 

enter into a dialogue with Nan Inta, and all of his discussions with Nan Inta i nvolved a one-way 

transfer of data that Nan Inta eventually found compelling. Newton the Scientist and Paul the 

Apostle were both right. The Buddha and northern Thai cosmology were both wrong, and  the 

only way one could become a Christian was to cross over  the sharply defined boundary between 

northern Thai cosmology and religion on the one hand and the Newtonian -Pauline-Augustinian 

system of doctrines and meanings on the other.  

 McGilvary made the necessity of cleanly stepping across that border between fai ths and 

cosmologies abundantly clear when Nan Inta sought to avoid making a public declaration of his 

faith, arguing that he would have more success in bringing others to Christianity if he did no t 

have to openly reject Buddhism. Among other things, he did  not want to give up the advantages 

and special privileges that pertained to being a former abbot. McGilvary rejected his suggestion 

out of hand and later wrote, "But the assurance that duty was h is-consequences God's-that he was 

able to take care of his own cause, decided him early in December to delay no longer."[ 14] We 

will find in later chapters that McGilvary's unwillingness to allow Nan Inta and the other early 

converts the choice of remaining private believers was a momentous decision for the early 



history of the Laos Mission and its embryonic northern Thai Christian community. For the 

moment, it is important because it reaffirmed the radically dualistic, rigidly closed system of 

meanings and doctrines that shaped McGilvary's practice of missions.  

 In this mix of doctrine and ideology, Nan Inta eventually achieved what can only be called 

an evangelical conversion experience, albeit one laid on the foundation of many hours of 

intellectual struggle with a new worldview. McGilvary remembers,  

While the truth dawned gradually on his mind, the full vision seemed to be sudden. 

His own account was that afterwards when walking in the fields and pondering the 

subject, it all became very plain to him. His  doubts all vanished. Henceforth for him 

to live was Christ;  and he counted all things but loss for the excellency of the 

knowledge of Him.[15] 

Nan Inta knew the truth. He had no doubts. He had become a man of faith, a conservative 

evangelical cast in the same mold as McGilvary himself, or so McGilvary leads us to believe. 

McGilvary alluded to his own Reformed heritage once again by observing, as we saw above, that 

Nan Inta's conversion demonstrated that he was one of God's chosen people.  

 Nan Inta was the Laos Mission's first baptized convert, and his conversion marked an 

important step forward in the mission's history, ranking second in importance only to the 

founding of the mission itself. More immediately, it confirmed for McGilvary that his Baconian 

approach to evangelizing the northern Thai was a useful, correct one. Where the Presbyterian 

Siam Mission required some nineteen years to gain its first Thai convert, the Laos Mission 

achieved that same end in less than two years.[16] McGilvary had every reason, thus, to continue 

to use scientific information to convince northern Thais that they should convert to Christianity.  

After Nan Inta  

 Nan Inta's conversion validated McGilvary's commitment to Baconian evangelism as a key 

model for the evangelization of the northern Thai. For his own part, as we saw above, Nan Inta 

immediately began to use McGilvary's Baconian, scholastic arguments on other northern Thai, 

suggesting that he had accepted missionary theology and ideology as his own. He found 

McGilvary's explanation of the eclipse "so natural and beautiful and rational" in comparison to 

his former religious beliefs that it convinced him to convert to Christianity and to try to 

convince others to take the same step. McGilvary also began to use the lesson of th e eclipse and 

in after years kept a close eye on his almanac, announcing the approach of every eclipse in the 

hope of winning others to the Christian faith.[17] Eventually, he ceased his attempts to reach the 

northern Thai through the direct presentation of scientific data for the simple reason that no  

other northern Thai ever followed in Nan Inta's footsteps. It took several years, however, for 

McGilvary to drop Baconian evangelism, and in the years after 1869 he turned to it on a 

significant number of occasions, leaving the impression that he maintained an important 

cosmological "dialogue" with several members of the northern Thai educated elite.  

 Although Nan Inta's conversion was his only successful application of Baconian 

evangelism, McGilvary did come close to gaining a convert through scientific arguments in at 

least one other instance. In 1872, he and Dr. Vrooman made an extensive tour that included Nan, 

another of Bangkok's dependencies in the North. There he renewed his friendship with Chao 

Borirak, a member of Nan's ruling elite who McGilvary had come to know in Chiang Mai and 

who had an active interest in cosmological and religious topics. In the course of this visit, 

McGilvary had opportunity to predict a lunar eclipse, and he managed to impress C hao Borirak 



both with the event itself and with Western scientific ideas. The following year McGilvary 

returned to Nan with the specific aim of continuing his discussions with Chao Borirak. He later 

claimed that his friend, "…seems to be fully convinced of  the truth of our system of geography 

and astronomy, and has but little doubt as to the truth of Christianity."[ 18] McGilvary realized 

that this high official's conversion would greatly facilitate the founding of a mission station in 

Nan, but, as McGilvary wrote years later, "Our walks by day and our talks by night are never to 

be forgotten. But the convenient season to make a public profession never came. He lived in 

hope of seeing a station in Nan, but died not long before the station was established."[ 19] The 

tantalizing possibility of Chao Borirak's  accepting the Christian faith, however, evidently further 

reinforced McGilvary's commitment to Baconian evangelism during the 1870s.  

 Some three years later, in February 1876, McGilvary once again took up his  Baconian 

cudgel by entering into an extended debate with a prominent northern Thai individual he 

described as being "zealous in merit -making." McGilvary discussed with him, among other 

topics, "the sphericity and rotary motion of the earth on its axis." H e particularly emphasized the 

fact that the North Star remains stationary in the night sky while other stars revolve around it, a 

fact that he argued was, "utterly inconsistent with Buddhistic teaching on the subject of 

geography and astronomy." He reported that the man stayed up all night one night to  verify for 

himself the truth of McGilvary's astronomical views and that, as a consequence, "He was 

evidently much struck with the fact and explanation given of it, and also of the explanation given 

by means of a small globe and lamp of the phases of the moon." Although McGilvary won his 

point, he failed to persuade his partner in these scientific debates to convert, and he could only 

remind his readers (and himself), after the fashion of Princeton, that the Ho ly Spirit alone can 

lead people to know the truth and enable them to embrace it.[20] The following May found 

McGilvary arguing geography and astronomy with a "high prince," a man of great intelligence 

and broad-mindedness. This prince resolutely defended the existence of Mt. Meru, which his 

religion taught him stood at the center of the earth, reached a height of 42,000 miles, and was the 

pillar that held up the heavens. On this occasion, McGilvary loaned the prince a small sea glass 

that he had brought with him in 1867, and eventually the prince concluded for himself that the 

skies are not constructed as he had been taught to believe. McGilvary recorded that, "He has 

finally given in that Buddh, or more probably his disciples, must be wrong in their report of his 

teachings." [21] 

 McGilvary clearly invested a considerable amount of time in these debates, apparently 

under the assumption also made by a number of members of the Siam Mission, located in central 

Siam, that the introduction of Western thought and technology would necessarily result in the 

destruction of Thai Buddhism. The Rev. James W. Van Dyke of the Siam Mission's Phet Buri 

Station noted in 1874 that Siam was experiencing an increase in "wickedness" that he attributed 

to an increase in the "spiri t of inquiry" that "has lead people to distrust  their own religion while 

they have not as yet accepted that which is taught by the servants of Christ." Van Dyke looked 

for a time in the near future when the people would accept Christianity in place of thei r 

superstitions.[22] The Rev. John N. Culbertson, working in Bangkok, agreed. He believed that 

Westernization had a negative influence on the people's perception of the Buddhist Scriptures 

because those Scriptures were being proven false and their authorit y undermined. Making his 

own Baconian, scholastic leap from reason to reverence, he concluded, "When Buddhism ceases 

to command [the] confidence of sober reason, it must th[en] cease to inspire reverence and 

faith." Intelligent individuals could not, he fe lt, continue to put their confidence in a religious 

system that science proved to be false in so many of its particulars.[ 23] The people of Siam, 

however, did not accept Culbertson and Van Dyke's logic, primarily because they were not 

Reformed scholastics who put such great store in the links between doctrine, knowledge, science, 

and religion. 



 The Chiang Mai prince mentioned above had already begun to adjust his views of 

Buddhist Scriptures by claiming that errors had been made in the transmission of some of the 

Buddha's teachings. That "fact" did not seem to undermine his faith, in spite of the 

inconsistencies between northern Thai Buddhism and Western science. McGilvary, like his 

counter-parts in the Siam Mission, only gradually came to realize that winni ng cosmological 

arguments with members of the educated elite did not mean that they or the general populace 

would feel compelled to reject Buddhism and convert to Christianity. He himself tells the story 

of one man who came to Chiang Mai to take part in a public works project and seriously 

considered converting to Christianity. Not long after he returned home, however, he declared 

that he had decided he would never worship Jesus and would be saved or lost with his own 

people. McGilvary stated, "Some, of course, have real doubts as to the entire falsity of 

Buddhism-some hold back to see if the authorities will make any opposition -while others cannot 

storm the opposition of their own families."[24] Which is to say that those northern Thais, not a 

great number in any event, who felt compelled to make a deci sion about conversion, did so on 

the basis of political, personal, and other factors unrelated to Baconian evangelism; the 

assumption that a successful cosmological attack on traditional religion would result in 

conversions did not bear out in practice.  

 The failure of Baconian evangelism as a specific evangelistic strategy suggests that the 

whole of the Laos Mission's crusade to win the minds and hearts of the northern Thai faced 

inherent difficulties, for even where McGilvary did not preach Baconianism openly, his 

theological and ideological assumptions encouraged him to pursue a generally scholastic strategy 

modeled on Baconian evangelism. His autobiography provides a detailed case in point. As he 

tells the story, McGilvary visited the Prince of Chiang Mai's palace on New Year's Day 1877, to 

pay his respects, and he found Princess (chao mae) Tip Keson, the Prince of Chiang Mai's wife 

and a friend and supporter of the Laos Mission, in an unusually pensive mood.  Normally she 

vigorously entered into extended debates with him over points of philosophy and religion, and 

McGilvary called her an enjoyable antagonist, a person with a sharp, quick mind. On this day, 

however, she dropped the adversarial guise and asked McGilvary straight out why the 

missionaries rejected Buddhism. In response, he embarked on a long theological monologue, the 

record of which comprises as complete a statement of his theology as can be found in any one 

place in his writings. The core of his argument remained dualistic, a contrast between  Buddha, 

the man who failed to provide an adequate solution to the dilemma of human sin, and Jesus, the 

divine-man and self-existent First Cause of all that is. McGilvary appealed to the Princess as a 

rational person, avowing that the missionaries came as seekers of the truth. He strongly affirmed 

Jehovah as Creator and sovereign Lord, and employed rational arguments to affirm that the 

orderliness and complexity of the natural world gives clear evidence of the creative Mind behind 

it. He presented her with Princeton's idea that humanity shares in God's divine attributes, if only 

on a mundane plane. He expounded on the doctrines of original sin, Christ's forensic sacrifice on 

the cross to pay for human sins, free grace, and eternal salvation. Chao Mae Tip Keson mostly 

listened[25] Although McGilvary did not explicitly mention Baconian science or draw on the 

analogy between science and religion, his evangelistic strategy with her remained the same. He 

appealed to the mind with an objective, reasonable, and commonsense truth. He emphasized 

doctrines. Where his auditors might concede the validity of some or all of his views, he 

reciprocated only in the most superficial way with generalities about the good intentions o f the 

Buddha. McGilvary confronted the Princess  with a Reformed Enlightenment message devoid of 

any considerations of the northern Thai context or how one might shape the message to fit the 

audience. 

 In this case, the Princess admitted for the first time that his message contained 

considerable truth, and McGilvary added her name to a long list of those who accepted his 

doctrines but never found it convenient to convert. Of them he could only write, "the Lord 



knoweth them that are His."[26] The actual course of events proved that the northern Thai were 

not going to be won for Christ through the study of the stars, debates over the existence of Mt. 

Meru, or presentations of Reformed theology in an Enlightenment mode.  

Conclusion  

 In November 1874, the McGilvary family visited Japan on their way home to the  United 

States, and in a brief article published in the  North Carolina Presbyterian , Daniel remarked in 

passing that, "Here is a field where Christianity and science -twin sisters -or the mother and the 

daughter are both in demand."[27] His casual comment not only shows how he viewed the 

relationship between faith and science as one in which faith is the superior, but also it reveals 

once again how closely he allied these two branches of knowledge, entirely in keeping as we 

have seen with Princeton's own deep interest in science. The historical record, however, contains 

no evidence that the people of northern Siam found his cosmological arguments for religious 

change on the basis of scientific information a persuasive one, excepting only Nan Inta. In his 

autobiography, McGilvary relates an amusing incident that took place in 1872 in Phrae, another 

of the major cities of the North and the next stop after his visit to Nan, mentioned above. In Nan, 

we will remember, he predicted a lunar eclipse; the eclipse actually took place while he was in 

Phrae, and he announced the fact of its coming with the expectation that he would impress the 

people of that city with the superiority of Christian scientific knowledge. Normall y, the northern 

Thai reacted to eclipses with a great commotion of noise making intended to scare off the 

monster that was eating the sun or moon. This time, however, the people of Phrae apparently 

assumed that this particular eclipse belonged to McGilvary, and the city remained completely, 

comfortably silent.[28] Its citizens utterly failed to make the connection between science and 

religion that was so important to McGilvary, and they readily adjusted their understanding of the 

eclipse without giving up their traditional ways of thinking and believing . We can only assume 

that incidents like these led McGilvary to quietly discard the Baconian approach to evangelism 

in later years, after having invested considerable attention to it in during the mission's pi oneer 

era. 

 So far as can be told from the records of the Laos Mission, only McGilvary among the 

pioneer members of the mission consciously employed Baconian evangelism to reach the people 

of northern Siam with the Christian message. The fact that most of the mission's evangelistic 

work fell to him, however, lent his use of that strategy a crucial significance to the early life of 

the mission. McGilvary's Baconian evangelistic strategy, moreover, reflected a more basic 

mindset linked to a combination of doctrinal and ideological themes drawn from Reformed 

confessionalism, the Enlightenment, and evangelical piety. McGilvary's Baconian strategy for 

the evangelization of the northern Thai, in other words, influenced his more general orientation 

to the conduct of evangelism. He inclined to the presentation o f objective information delivered 

in the course of intellectual debate based on the dualistic assumption that Western learning and 

religion were God's truth in opposition to northern Thai superstitions and ign orance. These same 

themes, in sum, appeared in other guises as elements of the Laos Mission's efforts to evangelize 

the northern Thai, most especially in its use of Western medicine.  

Baconian Medicine  

Introduction  

 From the very inception of the Laos Mission, medicine played a key role in attracting 

people to the missionaries. Where the general populace seemed little enough interested in the 

mission's imported cosmology, the people did show a desire for missionary me dicine and its 

apparently miraculous cures of a variety of diseases, some quite deadly. When conducted under 



the direction of a Wilson or a McGilvary, however, Western medicines and medical procedures 

amounted to nothing less than Baconian evangelism in another guise. The mission believed that 

Western medicine functioned as a carrier of their epistemology and, when properly understood 

by the people, destroyed their confidence in their superstitious beliefs and practices. The mission 

used Western medicine in two ways. First, it relied on medicine as a theoretical way to establish 

the truth of the Baconian, scientific worldview in opposition to tradition northern Thai 

cosmology. Second, it utilized medical care as a practical way for gaining the sympathy and t rust 

of the people, to the end that they would convert to Christianity.  

The Theory  

 From June through August 1869, the North Carolina Presbyterian published a series of 

articles by McGilvary that shared the general title of "Medical Missions and Missionary  

Physicians." In these articles, McGilvary presents in carefully thought out steps his rationale for 

the employment of missionary medicine as a key element in the practice of foreign missions. The 

articles also provide important witness to McGilvary's comm itment to Common Sense 

Philosophy and Baconianism and represent a remarkable exercise in the inductive method of 

enlightened common sense reasoning.[29] 

 In article No. I, McGilvary lays down two key foundational principles upon which his 

argument and conclusions proceeds, that is, first, that missionary work is "the great work of the 

church" and was commanded by Jesus and, second, that as faith is necessary to salvation, so 

knowledge is necessary to faith. He then works through a carefully reasoned examina tion of key 

biblical passages that provide "warrant" for these principles. In articles No. II and No. III, he 

surveys a significant amount of primary data, often quoting directly and at length, from sources 

in Siam, Burma, China, and India that demonstrate  the validity of the biblical passages 

concerning the use of medicine for evangelism as borne out in the actual experience of 

missionaries on the field. When viewed together, 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, patient examination of the 

facts, and establishes the truth and meaning of the general principle those facts prove. It is a 

process of reasoning, as we have seen, that the Princetonians advocated and that Hodge 

considered God's way for leading humanity "along the paths of knowledge." [ 30] The three 

articles, at the same time, reflect that same mix of other themes and traditions, whi ch, along with 

Scottish Realism and Baconianism, is a "marker" of the Princeton Theology. McGilvary's 

emphasis on knowledge as the precondition to faith and salvation places him firmly in the 

mainstream of Princeton's Reformed confessional heritage. His co ncern for strengthening the 

missionary movement itself stood entirely in line with Princeton and with American 

evangelicalism's abiding concern to save souls.  

 In the fourth article in the series, No. IV, McGilvary extends his line of argument to 

include the common sense of all of humanity. He states, "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." We have already noted in Chapter Three the Princeton 

circle's habit, drawn from Common Sense Philosophy, of substantiating its debating points by 

citing the commonsense beliefs of one or another "majority." McGilvary employs this same 

tactic in article No. IV. Following the standard approach of the Princeton apologetical method, 

he then goes on to assert as common sense the fact that the healing arts are invariably associated 

with religion and priesthoods-among "rude peoples" as well as civilized nations. He claims that 

"there is a natural congruity between the two professions" of doctor and priest. McGilvary 

reaches, with that claim, a pivotal point in his whole line of reasoning, for it is on the 



assumption of that "natural congruity" that he claims that doctors and priests carry out analogous 

roles, the one ministering to the body and the other to the soul. McGilvary believes that this 

analogy provides a "window of opportunity" for reaching people , through the use of medicine, 

who are uninterested in their own spiritual needs. He asks, rhetorically, "Need we be surprised 

that one who has tested the superiority of our bodily remedies should listen with deeper attention 

to the remedy of the soul?" This last point from article No. IV requires emphasis. It indicates 

that McGilvary used medicine to reach the northern Thai with his evangelistic message in the 

same way that he used astronomy. Each provided him with a body of scientific knowledge that 

he could use to break down northern Thai resis tance to his understanding of the truth and the 

Christian religion. In that sense, McGilvary's explanation of the facts of the heavens to the 

intellectual elite and his medicating the general populace with quinine c onstituted one activity, 

not two. Article No. IV then moves McGilvary's argument a step closer to his goal of proving the 

worth of medical missions by observing that no missionary agency is so 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 states in article No. IV 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. 

The ideas of Scottish Common Sense Philosophy abound in this brief statement: Human nature is 

one. What worked in the past will work just as well today. Human nature is necessarily what it 

is. It can be nothing else. McGilvary shared with his mentors a t Princeton that same mixed 

perception of history that demonstrated a sensitivity to the events of the past and the passage of 

time and, yet, asserted a oneness of all time and places that allowed them to hurdle acr oss the 

ages without having to change their doctrines, values, attitudes, strategies, or actions since What 

Was, in essence, Still Is. McGilvary, in this particular case, advocates the general use of 

missionary medicine because medicine reaches the human h eart absolutely, in all times and 

contexts. 

 In the midst of all of these Baconian, common sense arguments in article No. IV, 

McGilvary drops back into a Reformed theological mode long enough to assert the importance of 

a Calvinistic worldview for missionaries working on the field. Calvinism, he claims, helps them 

to see and understand the "moral desolation" found in "heathen" lands and to see how that moral 

desolation confirms the doctrine of total depravity. The grand Calvinistic doctrines of divine 

sovereignty, covenantal theology, and the assurance that God sees and is satisfied by the travail 

of the missionary soul, also help to sustain the missionary in times of distress or discouragement. 

We should note yet again how large a role cognition, informatio n, and knowledge played in 

McGilvary's own missionary life as he found solace in the great doctrines of Reformed 

confessionalism. In a sense, these Reformed theological sentiments feel almost out of place in 

amongst all of the Scottish philosophy that McGi lvary otherwise applied to his evangelist ic task, 

but it seems clear that they provided him with a set of ideas and principles that gave meaning to 

all of his work. They helped him to define himself, his northern Thai audience, and the 

relationship between them. 

 Scholars of the Princeton Theology have applied a number of images to try to make sense 

out of the relationship between Reformed confessionalism and Enlightenment philosophy. 

Loetscher gives pride of place to Reformed theology and views eighteenth -century Common 



Sense Philosophy as a "graft" on the stock of seventeenth-century Reformed orthodoxy. Kennedy 

argues that the Princetonians used common sense thought as an apologetical tool for defending 

their Reformed confessionalism. Vander Stelt claims that, "Princeton conservatism entered into  a 

courting relationship with 'a moderate form of Enlightenment rationalism,' and this courtship has 

continued to be evident in the development and problems of nineteenth -century 

Presbyterianism…" Stewart envisages Princeton's Reformed heritage as being "tethered to 

common sense philosophy." [31] To one degree or another, all of these images assume the 

primacy of Reformed confessionalism, and most of them imply that the result of Princeton's use 

of Common Sense Philosophy was problematic. Ahlstrom's groundbreaking article on the impact 

of Common Sense Philosophy on American Presbyterian theology set the tone for many that have 

followed him. In his article, Ahlstrom claims that Scottish realism rendered the doctrines o f 

conservative American Calvinism static,  lifeless, and drove out the "fervent theocentricity of 

Calvin."[32] If McGilvary's articles on missionary medicine are any measure, however, the 

Reformed and Enlightenment strands of his thinking were more seamless  and organic as well as 

less troubled with the scholarly desire to "make sense" of the relationship between them. It was 

as if he looked out on reality with two eyes, to make use of a natural image of the type so 

beloved by Princeton. Although each eye had its distinct point of view, together they provided 

him with a single, coordinated prospect on the world -not quite enlightened, not quite Reformed, 

but a blend or a single image that seemed well focused to McGilvary.[ 33] Thus, in the midst of 

his commonsensical apologetics for missionary medicine  he still affirmed the importance of his 

confessional heritage. It seemed "natural," "sensible," and "right" to do so.  

 McGilvary's next article, No. V, reveals precisely this two -eyed, coordinated perspective 

on the role of science, in general, and medicine, in particular, in missionary evangelism. In a key 

section of that article, he writes, "No one thinks for a moment that the church is out of her 

sphere when teaching science in connection with Christianity in Chr istian lands. They are in fact 

so intimately connected that they cannot be separated. They are both revelations of God, the one 

in His word, the other in His works." In "heathen lands," he continues, the teaching of science 

and Christianity must first overthrow the indigenous "gigantic systems of  error" before they can 

lay down their own foundations. He states in article No. V,  

And when we take into consideration that teaching the very first principles of 

geography and astronomy that matter has not existed from all eternity, and the true 

theory of the motions and revolutions of the heavenly bodies, the very foundation of 

Buddhism and other false systems is effectually undermined, who would advocate 

the rejection of these invaluable handmaidens of religion?  

McGilvary concludes, "Some of the simplest  truths of western science, when taught to the adult 

overthrow his system of idolatry, when to the young they can no longer embrace it." McGilvary 

then returns to his advocacy of missionary medicine, demonstrating h ow the use of Western 

medicine tends to undermine northern Thai superstitions about the causes of illness. His point: 

Western medical care proves conclusively that diseases have natural, not supernatural causes, 

and that the northern Thai have a wrong view of reality. Medical care made, that is, the same 

point as his little globe, the North Star, and predictable solar eclipses. With his Reformed eye, 

McGilvary saw the depravity and sin of the northern Thai, which his Enlightenment eye brought 

into even sharper focus as superstition. Meanwhile, with that Enlightenment eye he saw the 

possibilities of using science and medicine to attack that supposedly vast system of error, a 

vision aided by the Reformed confessional eye's inclination toward a reliance on huma n 

cognition. 



 Some might object that McGilvary's rationale for the practice of missionary medicine 

sounds utterly devoid of humanitarian concern. In the dark days after September 1869 and the 

persecution of the infant Chiang Mai Church when the Wilsons and McGilvarys lived in some 

fear for their lives, McGilvary gave his answer to that objection. Chao Kawilorot told the 

missionaries at that time that they could stay if they would "merely" practice medicine and 

refrain from teaching Christianity. McGilvary replied, "We were willing to do all we cou ld for 

the bodies of the people and to advance their temporal interest. But still all the king's money 

would not have induced us to come here for any other purpose than to teach Christianity -that it is 

now and must always be our principle business here."[34] In his autobiography, McGilvary 

described with some apparent satisfaction the "temporal" value his lay practice of medicine had 

for the people of Chiang Mai, but from the very first when people asked t he McGilvarys why 

they came they always answered, "We were come with messages of mercy and with offer of 

eternal life from the great God and Saviour. We were come with a revelation of our Heavenly 

Father to His wandering and lost children."[35] McGilvary valued the humanitarian healing 

provided by missionary medicine, but he placed his first concern with the soul rather than the 

body. In this as in so many other ways, McGilvary's theological and ideological orientation 

heavily influenced his understanding of his work, defining medicine thus as a tool for 

undermining northern Thai "superstition" as well as the means for reaching the people's hearts.  

 Other members of the mission shared McGilvary's proclivity for Baconian medicine to 

such an extant that it constituted the semi-official policy of the Laos Mission itself, rather than 

the private inclination of just one member. In the period leading up to the arrival of Dr. 

Vrooman, Wilson anticipated that long-awaited event with the thought that Vrooman's work 

would challenge, "the muttering of charms and the incantations of the spirit -doctors' means of 

cure." He too, in another statement, linked Vrooman's medical work to evangelism, observing 

that, " Triumph will succeed triumph until victory shall be complete on  the side of the Christian 

physician." Medicine proved the superiority of Christianity, and Wilson triumphantly expected 

that Vrooman would open wide the doors of northern Siam to the Christian message through his 

practice of medicine.[36] Dr. Cheek gave particular heed to the relationship of Western medicine 

to science and how science and medicine stood in enmity with the vast superstructure of northern 

Thai superstition. He believed that the northern Thais' reasoning facilities had fallen under the 

power of an absurd, monstrous, and superstitious imagination, and he concluded that any scheme 

seeking to elevate and enlighten the northern Thai, or desiring their religious and intellectual 

regeneration, must necessarily include "efficient medical work." He cl aimed that the "rational 

treatment of diseases" represented the quickest way to overcome their superstitions.[ 37] Even the 

errant Dr. Vrooman appears to have caught something of the vision for Western medicine in 

Chiang Mai, if only momentarily. Upon his arrival, he wrote of his medical work that,  

We hope that this department of our mission work will, in the future as in the past, 

be an avenue to the confidence and hearts of the people; and that by working 

together, we may become instrumental in the hands o f God of establishing His 

kingdom in this land, and of turning a nation from the worship of evil spirits and 

dumb idols unto Him, whom to know is to love and adore.[ 38] 

While lacking in the precise wording of scientific evangelism, Vrooman's sentiments sti ll reflect 

the collective goal of the pioneer members of the Laos Mission to use medicine to the end that 

the northern Thai would take leave of their "superstitions" and accept a saving faith in the 

Christian religion. 

 When McGilvary wrote his series of articles on missionary medicine in early 1869, his 

family still resided in that tiny, cramped sala near a city gate, Nan Inta had just been converted, 



and the scenes and scents of "exotic" Chiang Mai surrounded him and dominated his waking 

hours. The people lived within a patron-client social structure rather than a society that (in 

theory) espoused democracy. They went to temples instead of churches, chanted the Dharma 

rather than sang Psalms. The very sights and smells of daily life were a far cry from McG ilvary's 

native North Carolina. In that distant sett ing, nonetheless, he still took up pen and paper to lead 

his readers through a typical, even proto-typical operation of commonsense logic in defense of 

missionary medicine. The stark contrast between his articles and his social, cultural, and 

cognitive context suggests the breadth of the doctrinal and ideological chasm that separated him 

from the northern Thai, a distance made only wider by his assumption that the chasm did not 

even exist. In his view, Jesus' time and his, whether it was northern Siam or No rth Carolina, 

were essentially the same. Still, while the unvarnished practice of Baconian evangelism yielded 

up just one sure convert, Baconian medicine captured the attention of all levels of Chiang Mai 's 

population and soon became the main avenue for ga ining converts to the missionaries' new 

religion. 

The Practice  

 The Laos Mission had the attention of the people of Chiang Mai, medically, from its 

earliest days. Nan Inta, we saw, first went to visit the  McGilvarys ostensibly for cough medicine. 

Noi Sunya, another convert, who himself practiced medicine in addition to tending a herd of 

Chao Kawilorot's cattle, went to see McGilvary the first time because he wanted a cure for 

goiter, a swelling of the neck glands then common in Chiang Mai. He became a favor ite of the 

McGilvarys because he embraced the missionary message at his first encounter with it and 

agreed to cease all "idolatrous" practices immediately. He attended mission worship services 

faithfully, and by June 1869, it appeared that his whole family might also convert to 

Christianity.[39] Nan Chai, a friend and neighbor of Noi Sunya, went to see the McGilvarys, not 

long after their arrival in Chiang Mai, seeking quinine. Thereafter, he proved himsel f a regular 

visitor who was soon employed by Wilson as a language teacher and scribe. Like Nan Inta, Nan 

Chai at first wanted to accept Christianity only secretly so that he could retain his social 

standing in his community. McGilvary and Wilson firmly pointed him also in the direction of his 

"duty," and he eventually made a public profession of his new faith.[40] At least two others 

among the first seven converts brought medical problems to the McGilvarys, meaning that no 

less than five out of the first seven converts initially approached the missionaries for medical 

assistance.[41] From the first days of their arrival, furthermore, McGilvary devoted considerable 

time to medical activities, especially in vaccinating people for small pox and distributing sim ple 

drugs, most notably quinine. The commitment to medical missions that he articulated in his 

series of articles in the North Carolina Presbyterian  reflected his own personal experience at 

least as much as any body of missiological theory.[42] 

 When Dr. Vrooman reached Chiang Mai in January 1872, Wilson and McGilvary hoped 

that he would significantly improve the efficiency of the medical outreach of the Laos Mission in 

fulfilling their vision for missionary medicine in northern Siam, and Vrooman's initial success 

seemed to prove the wisdom of pushing medicine into the forefront of the mission's work. He 

was literally called from the mission boat landing on his arrival to treat Nan Inta, who was 

suffering from acute dysentery and appeared close to death. Vro oman's timely arrival saved his 

life. After a few Western-style surgical operations, the first ever performed in Chiang Mai, 

Vrooman found himself with a wide reputation. The mission also erected its first "hospital" for 

him, a makeshift, temporary affair of bamboo huts built by the families of the patients  

themselves and located in the McGilvary compound. By April 1872, those families had 

constructed eight such huts.[43] 



 Things did not, however, work out well for Vrooman. His workload was heavy. He felt 

unable to meet all the demands for his services. He worked day after day, and there was 

frequently a crowd of people waiting at his door. By April, the pressure and the heat had 

markedly weakened him. In an attempt to regain his health, he joined McGi lvary on the Laos 

Mission's first long exploration tour, but his health did not improve to any degree. After 

returning to Chiang Mai briefly, he took another trip, this time down to Bangkok. His health, 

again, did not improve. By November 1872, discouragem ent set in. Vrooman felt keenly the lack 

of a proper hospital, of facilities and equipment for surgery, and his own language limitations. 

He expressed a desire to be transferred to Japan, then decided to resign, and finally left Chiang 

Mai for the United States in June 1873, feeling soured not only on the prospec ts for medical 

practice in northern Siam but also on the future of the Laos Mission itself.[ 44] The 

disillusionment, as we have already seen, was mutual. McGilvary charged that Vrooman failed 

because he did not base himself thoroughly on the orthodox foundation of Charles Hodge's 

theology. Vrooman made a bad impression on others as well, including the influential Dr. House 

in Bangkok, who openly considered Vrooman his enemy and whose opposition contr ibuted to 

Vrooman's leaving.[45] 

 Vrooman left discouraged, feeling that professional medicine had little immediate 

prospect in Chiang Mai. Much to Wilson and McGilvary's embarrassment, he did not hesitate to 

share his views with the Board, and McGilvary felt constrained to assure the Board that, in spite 

of his short stay, Vrooman's work proved the need for a doctor. McGilvary avowed, "I regard the 

success of the experiment as truly wonderful. I still believe that there is no mission connected 

with the Board where a physician of the right kind can exert so much i nfluence for good as 

among the Laos." Vrooman, McGilvary argued, had simply not been the right kind of missionary 

doctor to take advantage of the situation in Chiang Mai.[ 46] Apparently a wide ideological rift 

lay between the professional, formerly Methodist doctor and the professional, profoundly Old 

School evangelist, the one saying Chiang Mai held no hope for Western medicine and the other 

claiming a bright prospect for its practice among the nort hern Thai. We will find, shortly, that 

Dr. Cheek eventually shared several of Vrooman's concerns and similarly lost much of his 

enthusiasm for practicing medicine in Chiang Mai. McGilvary, on the other hand, remained a 

stout believer in missionary medicine throughout his missionary career. His confidence in the 

importance of Baconian medicine, as we have seen, was based on his Reformed confessional and 

Enlightenment understanding of the role of knowledge in salvation and the importance of an 

objective presentation of the one truth, universal and timeless.  

 The case of Noi Choi, who received baptism in December 1872, suggests the ultimate 

seriousness with which McGilvary and Wilson took the question of medicine and how fully they 

applied their system of doctrines and meanings to its use. Wilson tells the story. In J une 1874, he 

felt compelled to suspend Noi Choi from communion for "complicity in spirit worship" because 

Noi Choi had allowed a spirit doctor onto the mission compound to care for his sick grandchi ld, 

who was visiting him. Wilson tells how he demanded tha t they leave after he caught them 

making spirit offerings and using holy water. When the spirit doctor tried to argue with Wilson 

and tell him Wilson misunderstood what was happening, Wilson took th e blessed water and 

threw it out the window. Noi Choi also tried to explain that the rite did not involve spirit 

propitiation, but Wilson refused to listen to his reasoning as well, especially because he felt that 

Noi Choi had become indifferent to Christi anity and suspected that he had converted only to get 

the missionaries to pay off his debts.[47] In his account of this event, Wilson makes it clear that 

Noi Choi had undergone a great deal of personal suffering both before and after his conversion. 

He had been accused of causing demon possessions. Several of his  children had become debt-

slaves to a local member of the governing class. Other members of his family had also been 

accused of causing demon possession and driven from their homes, only to have som e of them 

die before he could clear them of the charges. Knowing all of this, however, did not influence 



Wilson's angry, physical response to Noi Choi's action, because, in his view, Noi Choi had 

crossed back across the boundary between Christianity and tr aditional northern Thai religion. He 

could not hear Noi Choi's attempts to negotiate the placement of that boundary or that Noi Choi 

sincerely believed the rite he sponsored did not violate his allegiance to Christ. From Wilson's 

perspective, Noi Choi had turned against God and the truth by allowing a demon-worshipping 

spirit doctor into the mission compound. However much he might sympathize with Noi Choi, he 

could not let him get away with such actions-for Noi Choi's own sake as much as anything else. 

Wilson, in this instance, drew hard, clear boundaries between Christianity and culture for 

reasons he perceived to be of dire necessity. He did not intend to treat Noi Choi harshly. Noi 

Choi, on the other hand, tried to draw the boundaries between Christianity  and northern Thai 

culture more loosely (or, at least, in a different place), while seeking to solve a serious problem 

with the cultural and medical resources at hand. Noi Choi did not believe he was renouncing his 

Christian faith, and, after his suspension, he applied for readmission to the church three times. 

The church accepted him back into membership in 1876.[48] 

 A person's system of doctrines and meanings powerfully focuses that person's attention. 

Wilson did not see in Noi Choi a grandfather concern ed for his grandson's health. He did not see 

a ceremonial application of traditional northern Thai medicine that might have been unrelated to 

matters of religious faith. He did not see, that is, a possibly harmless situation that might have 

been dealt with circumspectly and even afforded him an opportunity for fu rther instruction of a 

new Christian. What he thought and believed  he saw left him with no latitude in his response. 

Equally to the point, he did not see these events as an opportunity to learn more  about the 

cognitive and spiritual world of Noi Choi. He saw, rather, devil worship taking place on mission 

premises and dealt forcefully, immediately to halt it. However we might view the different 

interpretations Wilson and Noi Choi each gave to the rite s of traditional medicine, they betray a 

vital difference in their understanding of medical care itself. Noi Choi wanted to heal his 

grandson. His act had, for him, no essential relationship to Christian faith. Wilson, however, 

equated northern Thai medical practices with animism. Noi Choi's act was packed with 

theological and ideological meaning.  

 As an aside, Wilson's handling of Noi Choi testifies to the somewhat different way in 

which their systems of meanings and doctrines influenced McGilvary and Wils on. We have 

already seen, in Chapter Two, that McGilvary generally acted out of the moderate approach 

typical of several of the Princetonians, while Wilson seemed more prone to an emotional and 

sentimental attitude. At the risk of over -simplifying the matter, it does seem that McGilvary 

more consciously exemplified the Princeton Theology itself whereas Wilson more readily 

operated from the ideological substrata implied not only in Princeton but also in nineteenth -

century American evangelical attitudes and values generally. As far as we know, McGilvary 

never acted harshly, abused northern Thai sensibilities so blatantly, or in any way behaved in a 

manner that could be labeled ungentlemanly. In this case, Wilson did behave harshly, abusively, 

and ungentlemanly, according to the customs of the northern Thai people.  

 In the years after Noi Choi's suspension from the church in May 1874, the Laos Mission 

continued to employ Baconian medical evangelism as one of its key strategies for winning 

northern Thai converts.  In February 1875, it stood again on the verge of taking a  major step 

forward in its medical program with the arrival in Chiang Mai of Dr. Cheek, its second 

professional physician. If his colleagues hoped for an immediate expansion of medical work, 

however, they were disappointed. Cheek's first year, 1875, repeat ed Vrooman's experience of 

1872-1873. Cheek did perform some impressive operations and, in McGilvary's own words, "He 

has had a few very successful patients in the King's palace which will greatly a id his 

practice."[49] Otherwise, however, he did little medical work, one reason being a lack of 

medicines to dispense.[50] Cheek was not a Vrooman, however, and in spite of the problems he 



faced in taking up medical practice in Chiang Mai, he avowed in Se ptember 1875 that he 

expected to enjoy his work as a doctor. He had, by that time, also begun to articulate a vision for 

his work, one that included the construction of a hospital. In August 1875 he wrote to New York 

that, 

I have been studying the language a part of the time; but I have not had an 

opportunity of doing any medical work since I came here. And, indeed the prospect 

in the future, I must say, is not cheering. Unless I have a hospital here, my medical 

work will be a failure. I may give out medicine to any who come for it and visit as 

many as I can; but this will do little good except to relieve suffering to a slight 

extent. I would be able to reach only a very few in this way. I could visit only a 

small number, and my practice would be very unsati sfactory both to the patient and 

myself. The people are scattered and few in number.  

Cheek concluded, "A hospital is  necessary if a medical man is expected to do enough work to 

justify keeping him here."[51] He sounded just like Vrooman, and like Vrooman he had a very 

different attitude about the value of medical  work from that of McGilvary and Wilson.  

 McGilvary seconded Cheek's desire for a hospital, nonetheless, but for quite different 

reasons. Where Cheek believed he could not be a successful doctor wit hout a hospital, 

McGilvary felt much greater concern over the fact that when Cheek treated patients in their 

homes they also made use of animistic cures and, thus, did not give full and complete credit to 

missionary medicine for their recoveries. In a cont rolled institutional setting, the mission could 

prevent people from combining Western and indigenous medical treatments, a situation 

McGilvary much preferred because, as he wrote, the "One great object we expect to gain from 

medical missions among the Laos  is to break the superstitious belief in the power of charms and 

incantations."[52] In the event, Cheek did establish a small, makeshift hospital composed again 

of grass huts, with evangelistic results that, to a degree, confirmed McGilvary's doctrinal and  

theological arguments for a medical institution. On the f irst Sunday of December 1876, for 

example, the church received four men into its membership, including Noi Wong, Nan Inta's son -

in-law, and Noi Aliya, Nan Panya, and Lung (Uncle) Tooi. All four of t hese men had received 

treatment from Dr. Cheek at his bamboo hospital.[53] 

 McGilvary's account of Nan Panya's conversion is especially helpful because it reflects 

both Nan Panya's feelings about his conversion and his neighbors' reactions to that conversi on. 

Nan Panya had been a devout individual before his comi ng under Cheek's care, but, after his 

month in the hospital, he lost interest in his former religion. He stated, according to McGilvary, 

that his heart was no longer in the temple. McGilvary writes,  

The villagers wondered what spell had come over him to ke ep him from the temple 

and his idols. There was a general mourning over his defection. That  he should give 

up all his store of merit, the accumulation of a devotee of three score years and ten 

and become crazy over the notion of the foreign teachers was su rely a sad comment 

on human fallibility from their stand point. He was  the one man of the village of 

whom all of this would not have been expected.[54] 

During his long stay at Dr. Cheek's hospital, Nan Panya learned things and had experiences that 

encouraged him to become a Christian, to cross over, that is, the boundary between his former 

and his new religion. By taking the step of conversion, he acted according to the mission's 

ideological conception of the nature of truth, the exclusivity of Christianity , and the division of 



reality into antagonistic spheres of God and Satan, good and evil. His neighbors took a different 

view of the matter. His conversion surprised and dismayed them, and they consi dered him a fool, 

or worse for giving up all of the benefi ts of his own religion; it was foolish to become a 

Christian. His conversion, that is, alienated Nan Panya from his neighbors who took conversion 

to Christianity to be a negative, regrettable act, t hereby divorcing the Christian religion from 

further consideration by them. Some may have changed their minds later, but generally people 

saw Christianity as an alien, competing, and regrettable religion -viewing it in much the same 

way that Chao Kawilorot had seen it less than a decade earlier.  

 If McGilvary's account is correct, it appears that both McGilvary himself and Nan Panya's 

neighbors fixed their attention on the same point, namely the fact that converts had to reject 

Buddhism and defect from their  former religious practices. The point, for the neighbors at least, 

was not that Nan Panya became a believer in Jesus but that he defected from the temple. In this 

particular instance, McGilvary claimed that Nan Panya lost interest in Buddhism, implying th at 

he himself was the one who decided to break away from Buddhism completely. As we have 

already seen, however, in other instances where converts, such as Nan Inta and Nan Chai, did not 

want to make a total, overt break the mission still insisted that they  totally divorce themselves 

from their former faith. The records of the Laos Mission indicate thus that the medical and 

scientific strategies of Baconian evangelism intentionally built walls against rather than bridges 

reaching across to the people of Chiang Mai. The mission's reliance on hospitals, which in the 

decades after 1890 became a major component in its overall program, only strengthened the 

religious ramparts separating Christianity from the people. The strategy, indeed, calls to mind 

Gerald Grob's study of nineteenth-century American mental hospitals. According to Grob, many 

evangelical Protestants in the years before 1860 considered mental illness a moral problem 

caused by individuals failing to live up to the norms and values of rural, Protestan t American 

culture. They saw the mental hospital as the pe rfect tool for retraining social deviants because it 

provided a controlled environment that allowed those in charge to carry out a scheme of "moral 

therapy" intended to cure the mentally ill person,  a cure that emphasized placing the patient in a 

safe, humane environment.[55] Dr. Cheek's little hospital, in like manner, provided a "safe" 

evangelical-Baconian haven where the mission could overcome the supposed moral, social, and 

religious deficiencies of its "heathen" patients through the exercise of full social control over 

them. 

 The mission's strategy of gaining converts through this process of placing them in a 

medical institution, as we observed above, did work to a limited extent; it faced the ob vious 

problem, however, that the Laos Mission could only h ospitalize a small number of individuals 

and only a certain number of those so hospitalized actually converted. This dilemma symbolizes 

the inherent problem the mission faced in its drive to evangel ize the people of Chiang Mai 

through a Baconian strategy premised on Enlightenment epistemological assumptions. The 

application of Newtonian principles to religion and arguments based on an analogy between 

science and Christianity did not make sense to the  great majority of people. Baconian evangelism 

failed in its efforts to teach them to mistrust the Buddha and give up the religious ways of their 

ancestors. It did not prove to them that their medical practices were superstitious. One had to 

accept an Enlightenment epistemology for Baconian medicine to make sense , and the mission 

had no way of instructing potential converts in that epistemology unless it could remove them 

from their every day world. The mission's records also contain no evidence for the yea rs up to 

1880, again excepting only Nan Inta, suggesting that those who converted to Christianity did so 

because they accepted the argument that Buddhism had a false cosmology and, therefore, they 

should convert. It is little wonder that Edna Cole later remarked, as we saw in Chapter Two, on 

the ignorance of the "native Christians," how they understood so little about the Christian faith, 

and how they still stood in need of "real life" in Jesus. The missionaries were quite unaware of 

how much they depended on Enlightenment thinking, one reason being that the Scott ish 



Enlightenment itself assured them that humanity shares one common, fundamental nature, moral 

code, and religious consciousness. If, therefore, the northern Thai failed to comprehend the 

missionary message, it must necessarily be because of the people's  failings and not due to any 

inherent problems in the delivery of the message.  

 Another of the weak links in the mission's exercise of Baconian medicine during the 

pioneer period was the two doctors  themselves, Vrooman and Cheek. By 1877, a scant two years  

after Cheek's first arrival, McGilvary once again found himself responsible for most of the 

mission's medical program. In an April 1877 letter, laced with obvious irritation and 

disappointment, McGilvary informed the Board that Cheek, not long returned from Bangkok, had 

just left again for yet another trip down river. Cheek pleaded a hernia that needed quick and 

proper medical attention, but McGilvary point blank accused him of running off to Bangko k 

every time some little ailment appeared, threatened Cheek with Board displeasure at his frequent 

health trips, and required that he personally pay most of the expenses for his trip to Bangkok. 

McGilvary's disappointment was doubly keen because he felt Ch eek had a promising medical 

practice that could be the means for converting many to Christianity. Cheek, for his part, began 

to contemplate the possibility of finding missionary work some place else in Siam besides 

Chiang Mai, which he considered an extremely unhealthy place to live.[56]  

 McGilvary, thus, had to take over the medical work-and this at a time when the mission's 

supply of quinine was low and the number of fever cases very high. When word got out that the 

quinine was nearly gone, there was a rush of patients so large that McGilvary could not handle 

them all. There were a few deaths, but McGilvary proved himself once again a capable lay 

physician. First, he noted that many of the ill he treated were suffering mostly from scurvy 

imposed on them by animistic medical procedures. He started feeding them fis h and rice. He also 

whipped up from the mission's supply of drugs his own experimental substitute for quinine and 

found that it worked quite well in many cases. Nan Inta and another recent convert , Nan Suwan, 

helped him with this work and took the opportunity to discuss Christianity with many of the 

patients McGilvary treated.[57] On the whole, however, McGilvary would have much preferred 

that Cheek carry out this work and put the mission's medical  program on a secure, permanent 

footing. During the next three years, 1878-1880, Cheek did appear to settle down somewhat, 

worked in a more orderly fashion, and, thus, treated an increased number of patients. Wilson's 

annual mission report for 1879 indicates that many of those hospital patients who recovered were 

"disposed" to give the Christian religion a hearing.[58] 

 In the decades after 1880 and especially after 1900, the Laos Mission developed a 

relatively extensive network of hospitals and schools tha t came to dominate much of its efforts 

both in outreach and in Christian education.[59] Cheek's hospital, thus, was a portent of future 

developments in mission institutional work, both in its advantages and its limitations as a tool 

for evangelistic outreach. Social control, the temporary removal of potential conve rts from their 

cultural context, the implementation of the principle that Christians should live apart from that 

context, and the perception by northern Thai society that Christianity turned neigh bors into 

strangers-all of this began in the mission's pioneer period. McGilvary's approach to evangelism, 

in particular, dug deep, permanent channels for the mission and set the pattern for future 

activities and behavior. Or, perhaps more correctly, McGilvary's strategy for using medicine as a 

tool for evangelistic outreach reflected deeper currents of thinking among Presbyterian 

missionaries over several generations. As late as 1891, Dr. William Briggs of the Lampang 

Station, informed the Board of Foreign Missions that God had blessed his medical work as an aid 

in breaking down superstition and gaining him access to the people's homes and hearts.[ 60] It 

seems, however, that later missionaries tended to replace Wilson and McGilvary's Baconian 

agenda and its emphasis on combating "heathen superstition" with a more pr actical perception 



that successful medical care opened peoples' hearts. Dr. Charles Crooks, writing in 1912, and the 

Rev. John H. Freeman, writing in 1910, both stressed the importance of the miss ionary doctor as 

an agent for relieving human suffering, bringing people new hope, and thus gaining their 

sympathetic attention for the presentation of the Christian message.[ 61] Even at that, mission 

doctors long retained their desire to place their patie nts in hospitals for evangelistic as well as 

medical reasons. In 1899, Dr. Mary Bowman wrote,  

Promiscuous medical work does not seem to yield as satisfactory results as hospital 

work. If the patients come to remain a short time even, they come directly und er 

Christian teaching, while if attended in their homes they can hear a very little of our 

faith and continue to worship the spirits, and very often combine the native 

treatment with that of the foreign physician.[62] 

 Although the Laos Mission's original Baconian agenda for its medical work quietly faded away, the 

behavioral pattern initiated in the years before 1880 remained in place. The mission engaged in an extensive 

range of medical activities, including the founding of hospitals in each of its stations, and medical care 

continued to be a key element in its overall program of evangelistic outreach. Medical outreach attained a 

climax during a widespread and serious outbreak of malaria that took place between 1911 and 1916. The 

mission added well over a thousand new members to its rolls, the result of the medical assistance it provided 

people in dire need.[63] 

Conclusion 

 It is difficult to assess the impact of the Laos Mission's use of Baconian medicine for the simple reason 

that the missionary record fails to state with any clarity why those who benefited from missionary medicine 

converted. As the years went by, as we have just seen, the mission increasingly emphasized winning people's 

gratitude and giving them hope as the reasons for medical work. The cognitive approach with its goal of 

replacing the northern Thai worldview with an American Protestant one quietly dropped by the wayside, surely 

because it never appealed to the people. In any event, the mission did not carry out its program of Baconian 

medicine as a series of discrete, frequent discussions in the manner of McGilvary's evangelistic strategy, and it 

seems doubtful that the missionaries sat down with patients and carried on an intellectual dialogue with them, 

explaining how the successes of Western medicine should teach them to reject Buddhism. McGilvary did not 

carry his globe into the bamboo wards of the mission hospital. It appears that the "natives" were left to make the 

connection between medicine and Christianity for themselves. They made the connection in terms of a feeling 

of gratitude, or relief, or because they found in the Christian God a new Spirit Guardian more powerful than 

other animistic spirits.[64] Those who converted, as far as we can tell from an admittedly spotty record, did not 

do so because they made an intellectual connection between the superiority of Western medicine and the 

religious truth of Protestant Christianity. If very many of them had, we would surely have heard about it in the 

Laos Mission's letters and papers. 

 Missionary medicine, premised on Baconian assumptions, in sum, contributed substantially to the 

modest levels of conversion gained by the Laos Mission-in spite of those assumptions, not because of them. 

While we are working towards the conclusion that the Laos Mission's system of doctrines and meanings 

contributed significantly to the mission's failure to contextualize the Christian faith in northern Siam, that does 

not mean that it was always a stumbling block. Sometimes, as the mission's medical experience suggests, that 

system was irrelevant. The point that follows is equally important, namely that even when the mission's system 

of doctrines and meanings was irrelevant to the people of northern Siam it caused the missionaries to expect 

results that would never come and hope for religious changes in northern Thai culture that have never taken 

place. 

Conclusion 



 Four important points emerge from this chapter. First, the Laos Mission's evangelistic strategy played a 

key role in the pioneer period in determining how the mission addressed the people of Chiang Mai and which 

individuals received particular attention. The mission engaged the people in a debate over cosmological as well 

as theological issues, and, in the process, it gave particular attention to the small class of educated people who 

had an interest in arguing over matters of science and religion. Second, although the Baconian justification for 

evangelism and medicine gradually disappeared, the Laos Mission in later years continued to engage in medical 

activities originally designed to employ the analogy between science and religion to northern Thai evangelism. 

The system of meanings and doctrines shifted (at least somewhat), but the pattern of behavior remained the 

same. Third, the Laos Mission found it difficult to listen to other voices. It rejected Nan Inta, Nan Chai, and Noi 

Choi's urgent advice that it consider redefining its doctrinal and ideological boundaries in a way they felt better 

fit the northern Thai worldview. It could not accept the idea that one could worship Jesus and attend temple 

ceremonies or use holy water and still be a Christian. Finally, the Laos Mission built its evangelistic strategy, its 

directions for ministry, and its attitudes concerning northern Thai Christian advice on the foundation of its 

Baconian, Princeton-like system of doctrines and meanings, which system it brought with it from the United 

States. 

 Taken together, these four points lead us to the conclusion that the mission's evangelistic outreach 

directed some of its efforts and much of its attention to issues that did not concern the vast majority of northern 

Thais. They suggest, furthermore, that the mission's commonsensical, dualistic epistemology made it difficult 

for its members to understand that the vast majority of northern Thai made no connection between Western 

science and Christianity or that the northern Thai people could accept the science and some elements of 

Christianity and yet not feel compelled to convert. The Laos Mission functioned, thus, much more effectively as 

a carrier of modernization than of Christianity. 
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Introduction  

 Even before the mission baptized its fi rst convert, it turned its attention to the 

establishment of a church, and, in the process, confronted two major crises, in 1869 and 1878. 

Each crisis involved a political confrontation between the mission and the Chiang Mai state 

government that reflected, at a deeper level, a conflict between systems of meaning. 

Conservative political forces feared the missionaries' new religion because it seemed bent on 

overturning the religion of the people, thus undermining one of the pillars of social and political 

stability. State repression of the early Christian community repres ented one of northern Thai 

society's most important responses to missionary evangelism. State -church tensions also 

highlighted the Laos Mission's attempt to introduce its own system of doctri nes and meanings 

into Chiang Mai while eschewing any contextualization of that system. As we will see in what 

follows, the group most immediately affected by that attempt was the first generation of northern 

Thai Christians. 

 This chapter focuses on the crises of 1869 and 1878 as well as key events in the founding 

of the church in the intervening years. In 1869, Chao Kawilorot, the Prince of Chiang Mai, 

successfully interrupted the initial formation of a northern Thai church and delayed its effective 

establishment for nearly a decade; in 1878, his ideological heirs failed to halt the church's 

permanent emergence. By 1880, thus, the Laos Mission successfully instituted a stable, growing 

northern Thai church, but at great cost and in ways that ultimately precl uded any large migration 

from traditional religion to the "Jesus religion." 

Martyrs' Blood  

Introduction  



 Apart from the arrival of the McGilvarys in Chiang Mai in 1867 and the conversion of Nan 

Inta in 1868, Chao Kawilorot's brutal suppression of the first  community of northern Thai 

converts in September 1869 stands as the most important single event in the history of the Laos 

Mission and its churches. It halted the foundation and formation of the church for several years 

and, consequently, fundamentally al tered the mission's relationship to its converts. In the course 

of events, it also exemplified the impact of the mission's Princeton -like system of doctrines and 

meanings on the course of northern Thai mission and church history. Although grim and bloody 

in its consequences, the persecution of September 1869 was in part  a cognitive event, a clash of 

meanings that had severe consequences for the Laos Mission and its churches.  

Events Leading Up to the Persecution of 1869  

 From the very first, the Laos Mission lived in the shadow of Chao Kawilorot's reputation 

as a man best not trifled with, a man with a keen sense of his own prerogatives. Although not 

present when the McGilvarys arrived in Chiang Mai in April 1867, his reputation was such that 

as soon as they began to preach their new religion, a rumor spread among the peop le that anyone 

employed by the McGilvarys would be punished in some unknown but severe way. Their 

language teacher immediately quit. Chao Kawilorot, on his return, however, showed them 

nothing but kindness and everything seemed fine between him and the mis sion; but as time 

passed, Kawilorot quietly grew more suspicious and resentful of the missionaries. For a time he 

even employed a foreign advisor who sought to undermine the McGilvarys' stand ing with the 

ruling class and the people.[1] The Laos Mission, in the meantime, went about the task of 

establishing its first church, made possible by the visit of Dr. Samuel R. House of the Siam 

Mission in early 1868. The minutes of the church, written by McGilvary, record that,  

The committee appointed by the Presbytery of Siam to organize a church in 

Chiengmai met at the house of Rev. J. Wilson on the evening of Saturday April 18th 

1868. Prayer was offered by Rev. D. McGilvary, chairman of the committee. Rev. J. 

Wilson was appointed secretary. Mrs. Sophia Bradley McGilvary presented a letter 

of dismission from the church in Petchaburi. And as Mrs. Kate M. Wilson is known 

to be a member of the church in good standing and though the letter of dismission 

for which she applied to the church of Bethlehem Pa. has failed to reach her, on 

motion She and Mrs. McGilvary were received as members of the newly constituted 

church, to be known as The First Presbyterian of Chiengmai. It was resolved that 

the government and discipline of this church be for the present committed to the 

ordained members of the Chiengmai Mission.[2] 

The new church worshipped officially for the first time the next day, April 19th, when it 

administered the sacrament of baptism to the Wilsons' and McGilvarys' newly born infants, 

Margaret Wilson and Cornelia McGilvary. Dr. House, himself a clergyman, then conducted 

communion, "it being the first time the sacraments of the church were ever administered in this 

land."[3] 

 The founding of the Chiang Mai Church surely appeared to the Wilsons and McGilvarys to 

be a normal, expected event that required no elaborate explanation, such as McGilvary gave for 

the importance of missionary medicine (See Chapter Four). It does strike one as odd, however, 

that the new church's only officers were the missionary men, its only memb ers the missionary 

women, and its only baptisms were of missionary children. Further reflection uncovers additiona l 

oddities, particularly in the context of nineteenth-century Chiang Mai, such as the fact that the 

ecclesiastical forms, structures, and procedures involved were all American Presbyterian and the 

first language of the church was English. The formation of the Chiang Mai Church, that is, took 

place at a substantial cultural distance from its northern Thai social context and poses questions 



not unlike those we began with in the Introduction. Why did the mission establish a church in 

such a blatantly foreign way? Why did it show so little interest in drawing on religious resources 

from its cultural context in order to fit its infant church to its so cial and cultural setting? As far 

as we can tell, these questions never even occurred to the McGilvarys and Wilson s, a point that 

reinforces the impression that they operated from a set of assumptions that grew out of their own 

system of doctrines and meanings. They simply took Presbyterian polity as a given, a system of 

church order based on Scripture that required no adaptation to the different situation in Chiang 

Mai. In Chiang Mai's "heathen" context, indeed, their system of meanings and doctrines 

precluded any idea of adapting Presbyterian forms to northern Thai sensibilities, which they 

believed to be "benighted" and "enslaved" to the forces of evil. Commonsense thinking would 

have also encouraged them to ignore the fact that American Presbyterianism w as historically and 

culturally conditioned and to assume that they could use Presbyterian forms in Chiang Mai as 

well as American churches used them in Pennsylvania or North Carolina. Missionary ideology 

and theology, we will recall, was a closed, reified system with a keen sense of sharply defined 

boundaries. Such a system virtually dictated an American ecclesiastica l order for the churches of 

the Laos Mission. Closed systems do not adapt their forms and structures to cultural contexts 

believed to stand beyond the doctrinal and ideological pale of the system itself.  

 The writings of Alexander T. McGill, one of McGilva ry and Wilson's professors at 

Princeton, reinforce our sense that his former students took a closed system of meanings and 

doctrines to Chiang Mai that automatically rejected the contextualization of ecclesiastical 

structures and procedures. McGill particularly compares the democratic institutions of the 

Presbyterian Church to the American government, writing, "The Church begins in heaven; the 

State begins on earth. The Church begins with unity, the State with multiplicity. The Church is 

founded on one divine 'Rock'; the State is founded on many minute constituencies of men."[ 4] He 

implicitly identifies, that is, the Presbyterian Church with the true Church and the Church with 

Heaven, the sacred realm of everything that is eternal and unchanging. The church stands thus 

far above the state and culture even in America. It is difficult to believe that McGill's two former 

students in Chiang Mai would have thought any differently about the relationship between 

church and state in that context.  

 The decision to found the Chiang Mai Church at some social and cultural distance from 

the city's people, however, did not initially intrude on the development of  a northern Thai 

church; things went generally well for the rest of 1868 and into 1869. We have already told the 

tale of Nan Inta's conversion and admission into the church as its first northern Thai member. 

McGilvary later claimed that Nan Inta's "…defect ion from Buddhism produced a profound 

impression among all classes. Emboldened by his example, secret believers be came more open. 

Not the number alone, but the character of the enquirers attracted attention."[ 5] He reported that 

prospective converts included at least one member of the extended royal family, another member 

of the rural petty ruling class, and several commoners. Interest in Christianity also spread to the 

neighboring state of Lamphun. The early months of 1869, thus, represented a time of grea t hope 

for the McGilvarys and Wilsons, the one dark cloud on the horizon being Chao Kawilorot. No 

one knew how he would react to the growing interest in Christianity of a number of his subjects. 

McGilvary took some comfort in the fact that during these mon ths the Prince treated the 

missionaries kindly and threw up no hindrances to their work, but he still felt that ma tters would 

come to a head in 1869.[6] The increased interest in Christianity soon began to bear visible 

results as six more men joined the church between January and September 1869. On 2 May 1869 

Boonma and Noi Sunya received baptism, followed by Saan Ya Wichai on June 27th and Nan 

Chai, Noi Kanta, and Poo Sang on August 1st. McGilvary claimed that many others were 

considering conversion and watching to see what Chao Kawilorot would do.[7] McGilvary and 

Wilson felt they stood on the verge of a "people's movement," and many people assured them 

that if Chao Kawilorot did not move against the incipient Christian community, there would be 



many more conversions. The audiences they addressed impressed the missionaries as being 

attentive and thoughtful. They felt the presence of God in their work, and McGilvary, at one 

point, declared enthusiastically that northern Siam was possibly the most promising P resbyterian 

mission field in the world. By September 1869, they had asked Siam Presbytery for permission 

to establish new churches at their own discretion, an act that showed they were preparing to 

receive many new converts.[8] Whether or not McGilvary and Wilson were correct in that 

assessment, Chao Kawilorot evidently agreed that "something" was indeed happening -something 

he did not like and wanted to halt as quickly as possible.  

The Persecution  

 Both Nan Inta and Nan Chai, as we have already seen in Chap ter Four, originally wished 

to "ease into" their new religious affiliation by undergoing a private rather than pub lic baptism, 

but McGilvary and Wilson insisted in the strongest terms that duty required them to make a 

clear, public profession of their Chri stian faith. In northern Thai culture, an act conducted in 

private can be considered "unofficial" even though ever yone knows it has taken place. It would 

appear that Nan Inta and Nan Chai were not asking to be "secret" Christians so much as private, 

unofficial ones. People would know that they had become Christians, so there was nothing secret 

in their conversion. Yet, by refraining from making a public break with Buddhist -animistic 

practices they would not offend the sensibilities of their neighbors, there by also avoiding the 

official notice of the authorities. McGilvary and Wilson would not have made a distinction 

between a secret and an unofficial follower of Christ; the converts were forbidden from making 

any compromise with their former beliefs. Nan Int a and Nan Chai had proposed to their foreign 

mentors a northern Thai process for conversion that sought to avoid a n abrupt break with society 

and confrontation with political authority. In their general social and immediate political 

context, such an approach seemed eminently sensible to them, but it did not fit the missionaries' 

ideological and theological understanding of what it meant to convert-to cross over, that is, a 

clear boundary from superstition to truth. In this particular case, the missionaries ' insistence on 

their approach led to grievous consequences for the converts.  

 Hodge addresses the question of "soft" conversions in The Way of Life, a popular 

evangelical treatise that we may presume several pioneer members of the Laos Mission had read 

at one time or another. His strictures against such conversions help us to understand Wilson and 

McGilvary's handling of the matter in Chiang Mai. Realizing that some Christians may want to 

hide their conversion for various reasons, Hodge rejects that option  out of hand. Christians, he 

argues, have public obligations that require an open confession. Hodge condemns those  who try 

to escape those obligations for their weak faith and claims that a large portion of converts must 

face the pain of ridicule and chast isement. Christianity, he states flatly, cannot remain hidden. 

The Bible, if nothing else, demands public profession. In words that take on a particular force in 

light of the Laos Mission's context in Chiang Mai, he insists that converts take Christ as the ir 

King and profess their allegiance publicly. They take Christ as their father and must give him 

public honor and obedience. He states,  

But what kind of worshipper is he who is ashamed or afraid to acknowledge his 

God? All the relations, therefore, in which a Christian stands to Christ, as his king, 

as the head of the family of God and as the object of divine worship , involve the 

necessity of confessing him before men; and we practically reject him in all these 

relations by neglecting or refusing this publ ic profession of him and his religion.  

Being a Christian, Hodge argues further, cannot be hidden in any event beca use Christians have 

to behave in ways utterly alien to general social conventions. He writes, "This is one of the 

reasons why the people of God are called saints. They are distinguished, separated from others 



and consecrated to God. When they cease to be d istinguished from those around them, they cease 

to be saints."[9] Hodge concludes with the unequivocal statement concerning every convert's 

confession of faith that, "This confession must be made public; it must be made before men; it 

must be made with the mouth, and not left to be inferred from the conduct."[ 10] 

 McGilvary and Wilson never elaborated on their refusal to entertain the notion of a "back 

door" or "soft" conversion. It took Hodge, a man with the theological training and time, to work 

out precisely why a convert must confess her or his faith publicly; but whether in Chiang Mai or 

Princeton, the system of doctrines and meanings was the same. We see that similarity in Hodge's 

words and the Laos Mission's actions-both of which were premised on an inviolable principle, 

rooted in an absolute, dualistic distinction between the heathen and the saved, and envisioned 

conversion as walking publicly across a pencil-thin boundary between the two.  

 There is no evidence that Wilson and McGilvary, however, intended to challenge Chao 

Kawilorot's political authority. They came from a secular state where religion legally was largely 

a personal matter, one that did not normally impinge upon one's loyalty to the state itself. Dr. A. 

A. Hodge summed up the American Presbyterian doctrine on the question of church-state 

relations by asserting that the two are entirely independent from each other and have quit e 

different purposes. He writes, "But neither the officers nor the laws of either have any authority 

within the sphere of the other."[11] Chao Kawilorot and the earliest converts came from a very 

different polity, one in which ritual and religion played an  official role in the affairs of state. It 

was impossible that Chao Kawilorot would see things as the missionaries  (or the Hodges) did, 

and he watched the expanding interest in the new religion with close attention and growing 

alarm. He felt threatened. He had not, we must surmise, expected his people to pay any more 

attention to Christianity than had the people of Bangkok, and he must have been taken aback 

when men of the quality of Nan Inta and Nan Chai decided to convert. He must also have been 

aware that others, including some members of the ruling classes, claimed an interest in the new 

religion, and he surely felt that their interest challenged his power in a number of ways. First, it 

threatened to remove Christian converts from the influence of the ri tuals that legitimized his 

political power. Second, the missionaries' insistence that converts not work on Sundays  

undermined the social control and status of the whole ruling class, not least of all his own. 

Third, in light of these first two points, it must have appeared to Chao Kawilorot that the 

missionaries were setting themselves up as a new patron class. Ratana phorn observes, 

The rulers of the Northern States, therefore, claimed legitimacy by serving the 

ritual function of mediating between peasant communities and the state spirits. 

They were the only ones who could perform the worship of state spirits from which 

common people were excluded. In this manner, they were able to establish a 

patronage relationship with the peasants. Their ceremonial function, in return for 

tribute and respect from the peasants, guaranteed crop fertility and protection from 

misfortune.[12] 

Vachara argues that the Prince's role as benefactor of Buddhist temples "provided him with the 

most significant legitimizing force to his  rule, ensuring his power and enabling him to be more 

effective in ruling the kingdom."[13] The conversion of hundreds, rather than a mere handful, to 

Christianity could have seriously undermined Chao Kawilorot's authority, or so  he had to 

believe, since the people would no longer depend on him for protecting them from the powers of 

the spirits.  

 There was more at stake than just the power of a single ruler. Davis points out that 

historically Buddhism united the chao and the phrai, the rulers and the people, in a single socio-

religious system that provided society with a rich literature, cosmology, philosophy, and social 



ethic. Buddhism comprised the most dynamic factor in the creation of northern Thai ritual, and 

the ruling class, especially the Prince, functioned as the protectors of this whole way of life.[14] 

Christianity, in the light of all of this, threatened social and political chaos by loosening the 

bonds of the authority of the state.  

 The mission and the state entered into a profound conflict based on incompatible religious 

and ideological differences that neither side felt it could compromise. McGilvary and Wilson 

insisted that their converts make a clean and complete break with Buddhism as a precondition to 

conversion. They did not see the act of conversion as a political one. Chao Kawilorot insisted 

with equal single-mindedness that religion and state were one. Conversion constituted rebellion. 

Matters were bound to come to a head, but when they did, it was over what wo uld appear to have 

been one of the finer points of missionary thought, the keeping of the Sabbath.  

 Once Nan Inta converted, both he and the mission had to decide how to deal with 

Christian strictures against working on Sunday in a society where the patron  classes felt free to 

call on the labor of their clients at almost any time. Only two weeks after his baptism, Nan Inta's 

patron, Chao Tepawong, called him to work on a Sunday. McGilvary writes,  

He [Nan Inta] sent word back that if his master insisted on t he work he might hire a 

man in his place for which he would pay, or if he would wait he would work any 

number of days afterwards; but he begged his Sabbath. On Monday morning he went 

in and found his master in good humor, and he asked him about the change in his 

views, with all pleasantness, which gave him an opportunity of explaining it 

himself. Since then he has called very pleasantly on me, when we both had a long 

talk on the same subject. It was a noble sight to see such a stand taken the first time 

for God and the Sabbath[15] 

Nan Inta's behavior constituted a gross violation of the principle of corvée. Chao Tepawong, 

however, reacted with patience, even though at one point he did express some displeasure at the 

limitations Sabbath observance placed on h is right to Nan Inta's labor. He also discussed the 

whole matter very carefully with Nan Inta and with the missionaries. McGilvary seems to have 

felt that Chao Tepawong's interest was a positive thing, but one wonders whether, as a senior 

member of the government and confidant of Chao Kawilorot and other known opponents of the 

missionaries, he was not actually gathering information for Chao Kawilorot.[ 16] 

 Tampering with Chiang Mai's corvee system of labor was a dangerous enterprise. 

McGilvary and Wilson understood the significance of that system quite clearly and knew they 

took a risk in insisting upon Sabbath observance; they willingly took that risk, however, because 

of the crucial significance of the day to their religious system. Charles Hodge, their >m entor at 

Princeton, provides important insights into why the Laos Mission felt so strongly about not 

working on Sundays that it was willing to risk Chao Kawilorot's displeasure over the issue. 

Hodge argues that the keeping of the Sabbath is a matter of fun damental importance, first,  

because the Sabbath is a divinely given institution commanded in the Bible. Those who believe 

in the Bible must observe it. Second, keeping the Sabbath provides a time for the study of the 

Bible and other sacred literature, as well as time for worship. Knowledge of and a meaningful 

relationship with God, thus, both depend on it. Third, God designed the Sabbath to fit the 

spiritual, social, and physical needs of the human race, and any people who fail to take 

advantage of it soon degenerates into an ignorant, idolatrous, and superstitious mob, hopeless of 

any good in this life or of salvation in the life to come.[ 17] In his 1859 article in the Princeton 

Review urging the need for Sunday closing laws, Hodge lays down a series of injunctions concerning the 

Sabbath, including, "Christianity is a law of life; a law of Divine authority; it binds the conscience, it must 

therefore be obeyed by those who profess to be Christians." He continues, "They cannot deliberately violate any 



of its injunctions without doing violence to their own consciences, and forfeiting their allegiance to God." 

Again, "If a set of men believe in God and the moral law, it is self-evident that they must obey that law, not 

only as individuals, but in all the associations into which they may enter." He goes on, "Christians are bound to 

recognize the authority of Christianity in their government acts. They must do it." Hodge continues, 

furthermore, by arguing that, "It is expedient to obey God. If he has enjoined the observance of the Sabbath, all 

who recognize his authority, will feel that it is expedient, best for the interests of society, that the day should be 

observed." And, finally, he states, "…Christians, in all their relations and associations, should have reverence to 

the law of God as revealed in his word, as their rule of action."[18] Hodge returned to his emphasis on the 
necessity of Christians observing the Sabbath in his  Systematic Theology, where he states flatly, "Any 
community or class of men who ignore the Sabbath and absent themselves from the sanctuary, as a general thing, 
become heathen. They have little more true religious knowledge than pagans. But without such knowledge morality is 
impossible." [19] 

 Hodge lodged his concern for the Sabbath squarely within his system of doct rines and 

meanings, arguing that observing the Sabbath is biblical, necessary to the knowledge of God and 

evangelical piety, in accord with human nature, and a divine command. Faithful >Christians have 

no choice in the matter. They must observe the Sabbath . Wilson and McGilvary's insistence that 

their converts refrain from working on the Sabbath thus represented a central theological and 

moral concern for Princeton as well as for them. McGilvary writes of N an Inta's refusal to 

perform corvée labor on the Sabbath that, "It was a spectacle over which angels must have 

stooped with interest to see the first stand that had ever been taken by a native Laos in favor of 

God and the Sabbath." Wilson writes of Chao Tepawong's patient response to Nan Inta, "And 

here again the hand of the Lord was visible in causing the Sabbath question to pass its first test 

under such favorable circumstances."[20] They believed that God intervened to give the mission 

a victory in the question of keeping the Sabbath and that the whole m atter had a cosmic 

dimension, the very angels of heaven giving their attention to the event. Equally to the point, 

they felt that when Nan Inta refused to work on Sunday, he was taking a stand, not just fo r a 

doctrine, but also for God.  

 The mission chose a poor time, however, to insist on the strict observance of the Christian 

Sabbath. By the 1860s, Chao Kawilorot found himself embroiled in conflict with British teak 

companies over logging rights in his fo rests, a confrontation that threatened his politica l power 

and economic security to the extent that at one point he attacked a logging camp, killing four 

loggers and wounding four others.[21] The mission, by the same token, appeared to him to be 

setting itself up as a new, alternative system of patronage b y controlling the labor of its 

converts-representing still another attack on his authority and the economic well -being and 

stability of his state. McGilvary later noted that,  

In the light of subsequent events we now know that the most dangerous element in 

the gathering storm was the angry surprise of the Prince himself at the discovery 

that the old order seemed actually passing away under his very eyes; that his will 

was no longer supreme in men's minds, nor always consulted in their actions.[22] 

Whatever his particular thoughts, Kawilorot acted decisively, forcefully, and effectively to put a 

halt to the new religion, and when he had finished, two men were dead and the Christian 

community was broken, its remnant in hiding. 

 The martyrdom of Nan Chai and Noi Sunya in September 1869 can be summarized briefly 

here.[23] Lulled into a false sense of security by the assurances of members of the royal family, 

the McGilvarys and Wilsons believed that Chao Kawilorot had decided to allow the new religion 

to grow unmolested, where, in fact, the Prince was simply waiting for an appropriate moment to 

act.[24] On Monday morning, 13 September 1869, a party of armed men collected two of the 



Christians, Nan Chai and Noi Sunya, and brought them before a local official, who accused 

them, on trumped up charges, of having committed certain crimes. The two men were beaten. 

Based on information the missionaries obtained later, Wilson relates that after they had been 

beaten, 

The arms of the prisoners were tied behind their backs. The ir necks were 

compressed between two pieces of timber (the death -yoke) tied before and behind 

so tightly as painfully to impede both respiration and the circulation of the blood. 

They were thus placed in a sitting posture near a wall, and cords were passed  

through the holes in their ears and tied to a beam above. In this constrained and 

painful position-not able to turn their heads or bow them in slumber -they remained 

from Monday afternoon till Tuesday morning about ten o-clock, when they were led 

out into the jungle and executed.[25] 

Their families had been helpless to intervene. Although Nan Chai's wife did stay with him for a 

time, the authorities prevented her from going to Wilson and McGilvary. On the e vening of 13 

September 1869, the servants of both mission families suddenly left without a word of 

explanation. All they would say was that if Nan Chai did not turn up in a few days, the 

missionaries should be concerned. Having been quietly warned, Nan Int a fled Chiang Mai and 

wandered about the countryside for some months. One other convert, San Ya Wichai, was hauled 

before the chao muang, or Prince, of Lamphun, condemned to death for being a Christian, and 

saved only by the timely intervention of his own patron, the son of the Prince.[26] 

 With these events, the two mission families, the Wilsons and the McGilvarys, entered into 

a period of intense anxiety, made only worse by a lack of information, the large number of 

rumors abroad in Chiang Mai, and their inability to communicate with Bangkok. They responded 

to all of this as calmly and passively as possible; all they could do was to wait on events.[ 27] 

News of their situation did reach the Bangkok government and the Siam Mission, and after 

worried consultations, the King dispatched an official representative with vice-regal powers (kha 

luang) in November; the mission sent along two of its own members with the Siamese 

government party.[28] They finally reached Chiang Mai on Monday, 27 December 1869, and the 

next day had an audience with Chao Kawilorot, at which time McGilvary stood before the Prince 

and charged him with the murder of two Christians. At first, Kawilorot angrily denied that they 

had been executed on religious grounds, but,  

When pressed a little closely on that point, so that he found he could not deny it, he 

declared before us all, in the most defiant manner, that he had done it and would 

kill every man that should dare to become a Christian -that he regarded every man 

who rebelled against his god as a rebel against himself.[29] 

In the wake of this bitter confrontation, both the kha luang and the Bangkok mission 

representatives urged the McGilvarys and Wilsons to leave Chiang Mai, fearing for their lives, 

but over the next few months matters settled down into something of a routine. Chao Kawilorot  

comported himself in a relatively friendly manner, although he made it clear that he would 

eventually expel the two families.[30] Officials in Chiang Mai later informed the missionaries 

that Kawilorot might be willing to have them remain if they would onl y engage in medicine and 

refrain from teaching religion. They rejected this offer out of hand, as we have seen, and 

McGilvary affirmed that, "…all the king's money would not have induced us to come here fo r 

any other purpose than to teach Christianity-that is now and must always be our principal 

business here."[31] As it turned out, the Siamese government called Chao Kawilorot down to 

Bangkok on other business. While there he became seriously ill, and altho ugh he hurried back to 

Chiang Mai, he failed to reach the city and died on 29 June 1870. Within some 24 hours of Chao 



Kawilorot's death, Chao Inthawichaiyanon ("Chao Intanon" to the missionaries), his son -in-law 

and successor, assured McGilvary that the missionaries were free to remain and carry out their 

work without hindrance.[32] 

 It required months and then years before the Laos Mission's situation returned to a 

semblance of normality, particularly with respect to the development of a stable, growing 

Christian community. The four surviving converts kept  their distance from the missionaries, and 

by mid-year 1870, two of them, Noi Kanta and Boonma, permanently withdrew from the church. 

The missionaries themselves, meanwhile, continued to receive numerous v isitors and McGilvary 

went about his medical work, much as before. Kawilorot's death, however, fundamentally 

changed the mission's situation, and at some point during July 1870 Nan Inta quietly renewed his 

relationship with the Wilsons and McGilvarys; the mission, nonetheless, had powerful enemies, 

and the people of Chiang Mai continued to refrain from displays of interest in the Christian 

religion.[33] 

Conclusion  

 Coleman, we will recall, complained that the nineteenth -century American Presbyterian 

missionaries he studied articulated only a rudimentary ver sion of the Princeton Theology. 

Missionary behavior, methods, and activities up to 1870, however, make it clear that the Laos 

Mission founded its work on a complex, interlocking cognitive system much riche r than Coleman 

suggests. That the mission's written records reveal only the tip of that theological and 

ideological system does not mean the system did not exist. It is notable, for example, that before 

the events of September 1869, the mission based its d ecisions on clear and non-negotiable 

principles, namely, that conversion to Christianity had to be public and Christians must keep the 

Sabbath. The converts, that is, had to "cross over" the boundary from traditional northern Thai 

religion to Christianity in a single, visible step, and they must thereafter  act according to a 

foreign behavioral pattern mandated by the mission's foreign system of doctrines and meanings. 

From these principles, it is not difficult to work back to the mission's closed, Old Schoo l, and 

evangelical system of meanings and doctrines  as exemplified by and, to a degree, taken directly 

from the Princeton Theology-a system characterized by its dualistic world view, Enlightenment 

epistemology, universal understanding of truth, and profound concern for defining and defending 

doctrinal boundaries. 

 During the agonizing months after September 1869, McGilvary and Wilson both wrote 

letters to the Board reaffirming the importance of their system of doctrines and meanings and 

avowing that they relied heavily on their theological beliefs to comfor t them and help them make 

sense of Chao Kawilorot's actions. Wilson avowed that God would lead them through their time 

of trouble and, more broadly, that all hearts are in God's hands. The murder of Nan Ch ai and Noi 

Sunya only confirmed for him the "fact" that northern Siam was a "benighted land." He called on 

people in the United States to "Pray for this persecuting king. Pray for these benighted & down 

trodden Laos." In the face of the possibility of havi ng to leave Chiang Mai, Wilson felt that their 

decision to stay or go amounted to nothing less than discerning God's will in the matter.[ 34] 

With Chao Kawilorot away in Bangkok and the fate of the Laos Mission still uncertain, 

McGilvary wrote in mid-February 1870 that, "…we are just waiting to see what God  will have us 

to do and we cannot tell till the King's return. But present duty is still as plain as ever. We can 

trust God's love to us and his people and the Laos for the future." [ 35] God is sovereign. God 

leads. God has a will. The faithful can discern  that will. God has a people. God is love. God is 

trustworthy. McGilvary and Wilson's statements were not merely formal expressions of dogma; 

they stood as operating principles that provided the two Presbyterian families with the patience 

and endurance to persevere under profoundly trying circumstances. In that sense, they recall 



McGilvary's affirmation that the fundamental doctrines of Calvinism both strengthened 

missionaries and helped them to understand the situations they faced.  

 Apart from their system of meanings and doctrines, Wilson and McGilvary's refusal to 

allow private conversions and their insistence that the converts must refuse their patrons' lawful 

calls for service on Sundays make little sense. Everyone, including the missionaries themselves , 

understood that Kawilorot was a dangerous man, zealous in the protection of his rights and 

power. The mission played with fire when it challenged the state religion and the fundamental 

social and political structure of Kawilorot's patronage, and it paid a substantial price as a 

consequence. The persecution of September 1869 effectively halted the emergence of the church 

in northern Siam for nearly a decade, nipped in the bud a potential "people's movement " towards 

Christianity, severely reduced interest in Christianity among people of all classes, and led to the 

total domination of the weakened northern Thai church by the mission.[ 36] According to the 

constraints of missionary ideology and theology, however, Wilson and McGilvary behaved in an 

entirely reasonable and correct manner; as dangerous as Kawilorot might have been, they 

believed that rebellion against God was vastly more perilous than challenging the power of a 

mere prince. 

Interregnum  

Introduction  

 The Laos Mission, with the death of Chao Kawiloro t in June 1870, entered a peculiar 

period in its history. It had no Christian community to speak of, the authorities remained 

discreetly aloof, and the mission's members could only lay plans for the future  and try out 

various strategies that had few immediate results. Things went on like this for some six years, 

until the mission began to experience a renewal of its work and hopes in 1875 and 1876.  

 In the months after June 1870, meanwhile, an event took place that symbolized the 

cultural differences between the mission and the people of Chiang Mai. Upon the accession of 

the new Prince, Chao Intanon, the mission immediately approached him concerning t he problem 

of the status of its property. Chao Kawilorot had given the mission a site as a gift, with the 

understanding that they could not own the land legally since, according to the law, the Prince 

owned all land. The piece of property he gave the mission, however, was land he had taken away 

from others without compensation. He left the mission thus with neigh bors who bitterly resented 

them, and the missionaries wanted Chao Intanon to allow them to pay for the property, expand it, 

and hold legal title to it. Chao Intanon, however, publicly sided with the mission's enemies, 

refusing it permission to buy land, hold title, and expand its site. Quietly and on the sly, 

however, he let it be known that the missionaries could give their neighbors compensation in  the 

form of "gifts" and even expand their property by the same stratagem, just so long as no one 

spoke of buying and selling property. By December 1870, McGilvary could write, "We have 

since the accession of the new prince remunerated [the previous owners ] for their places so that 

we have now a place that we can feel is by right as well as in fact our own." [ 37] 

 Chao Intanon's solution to the mission's property problems, in a strictly legal sense, 

changed nothing. The mission's enemies could lodge no accusations against the new Prince 

because he maintained his traditional rights over all property and did not all ow the missionaries 

to purchase any land. Yet, he managed to accommodate the mission's desires by employing the 

principle that reality can be described in different ways using different words; buying and selling 

property is not really buying and selling unless we say it is. The contrast between this event and 

those related to the persecution of 1869 is striking. In this instance Wilson and McGilvary went 

along with the game and came away satisfied because, whatever they called it or did not call it, 



the mission had exchanged money for land. They refused, however, to consider Nan Inta's and 

Nan Chai's desire to follow a similar stratagem concerning conversion, that is to convert without 

calling the act "conversion." The purchase of property, apparently, did n ot involve theological or 

ideological principles while keeping the Sabbath and making public declarations of faith did. 

The missionaries, that is, could accept culturally appropriate ways of solving problems just so 

long as those decisions did not impinge upon their system of doctrines and meanings.  

Dormancy 

 After Chao Kawilorot died, as we have seen, Nan Inta quietly renewed his relationship 

with the missionaries, who presumed that San Ya Wichai also remained a Christian although they 

heard nothing from him. Two other Christians, Noi Kanta and Boonma, cont inued to absent 

themselves from any relationship with the missionaries. McGilvary hinted at some continuing 

discrete interest in Christianity among the people, but until April 1872, no one dared make a 

public profession of faith. There were no converts.[38] One person interested in Christianity told 

Wilson "an open profession of Christianity would cost him his head." This individual and several 

others asked to become what we have called "back door disciple s," but the missionaries again 

adamantly refused to consider such an option, although they took comfort in the fact that some 

people were still attracted to Christianity.[39] Even Nan Inta's status is not entirely clear. In a 

letter written on 24 April 1872, Wilson indicates that Nan Inta was keeping his di stance from the 

missionaries and not participating in mission activities. Wilson writes, "Whether his heart has 

become indifferent to the gospel, or whether the fear of his master keeps him away from our 

worship, we know not. We have long hoped for his return, but disappointment & sorrow are all 

that his present course brings us."[40] As of March 1872, then, the mission had no active 

converts. 

 During the month of April 1872, however, the situation changed  somewhat for the better. 

On 7 April 1872, the mission received its first convert since September 1869. Then, on Sunday, 

April 21st, McGilvary and Vrooman, who were on their tour of the far north, unexpectedly met 

San Ya Wichai, who was traveling on a Sunday. Although the missionaries considered travel on 

the Sabbath sinful and instructed him to that affect, they were still glad to see him. He affirmed 

that he continued to consider himself a Christian. After this meeting, he went on to Chiang Mai, 

arriving Saturday evening, April 27th. He met Wilson, who heard for the first time how the 

Prince of Lamphun hauled San Ya Wichai into his presence and nearly had him executed. Sunday 

morning San Ya Wichai joined in worship and then Sunday evening Wilson held a spe cial 

worship service. A few of San Ya Wichai's traveling companions attended this service, and so, 

interestingly enough, did Nan Inta. It was a black, stormy evening with only a few persons 

present. They sat on the floor, and San Ya Wichai avowed his inten tion to remain a faithful 

Christian. He prostrated himself and prayed that God would provide him with food, the Holy 

Spirit would touch his friends, and that Jesus would come and set up his throne in the land. 

Wilson observed that San Ya Wichai prayed simply and in such a child-like manner that, "The 

Spirit of God must have been in that prayer." Nan Inta also prayed a moving prayer, and they 

closed the prayer meeting with hymns and injunctions to San Ya Wichai to lead a faithful 

Christian life. He left the next day.[41] From this time, Nan Inta evidently resumed his full place 

in the life of the church and the Laos Mission. He was again employed as a language teacher and 

Bible translator. Later in the year, McGilvary described him as meek, humble, faithful, and a 

good scholar who was "our brightest trophy of the power of the gospel."[42] 

 The closing days of 1872 brought a further modest increase in the number of members 

belonging to the Chiang Mai Church. Three men received baptism on 29 December 1872. They 

were Lung (Uncle) In, Lung Dang, and Noi Choi. Lung In had lived with the McGilvarys for 

about two years, for reasons unknown. Lung Dang had come to Vrooman's hospital seeking cure 



for a disease the spirit doctors could not heal. At this same time, the chu rch Session, meaning 

Wilson and McGilvary, dropped the three "old" members who had long ceased to participate in 

church life. These additions and subtractions left northern Thai membership standing at six, 

including Nan Inta, San Ya Wichai, and Nan Ta as well as the three baptized in December.[43] 

McGilvary, however, did not seem particularly enthusiastic about these converts and 

acknowledged that the years 1871 and 1872 had been filled with discouragement. The 

McGilvarys and Wilsons had put a great deal of  effort into their work, but they had little to show 

in return. Drawing once again on his system of doctrines and meanings, McGilvary stated that 

only his belief in biblical promise that Christianity must triumph throughout the world, including 

in Chiang Mai, sustained him.[44] 

 Early in January 1873, the McGilvary family left Chiang Mai for a long-awaited furlough, 

leaving the Wilsons and Dr. Vrooman behind in Chiang Mai. By June 1873, as we have seen, 

Vrooman left Chiang Mai and the Wilsons were entirely on their own. They felt lonely and 

pressured, and their situation became particularly difficult in September 1873 when the city 

experienced a great deal of illness and Wilson had to fill McGilvary's shoes by treating over a 

thousand people with quinine. There were no converts during 1873 or 1874, and two of  the six 

active northern Thai members-Nan Ta and Lung Dang-died during Wilson's tenure. Nan Ta's 

death especially troubled Wilson because during his search for a cure Nan Ta allowed spirit 

doctors to perform their rites over him. In Wilson's eyes, Nan Ta h ad virtually rejected his 

Christian faith.[45] The year 1874, in any event, belonged entirely to the Wilsons, and by and 

large it went along much as the previous year had. Wilson described his tasks as "v aried." He 

had to oversee the work of the mission compound. He visited people in their homes. He provided 

medicines to the ill. He spent some time most days teaching theology to Nan Inta. In June, 

Wilson wrote, "The people come as of old, and many an hour is given up to receiving their 

desultory visits."[46] 

 It was at the end of 1874, we will remember, that Wilson discovered Noi Choi also 

engaged in what Wilson took to be anti -Christian rites for the healing of his grandson (see 

Chapter Four). The mission time and again had to face the question of the bound aries between 

the insipient Christian community and Chiang Mai's larger cultural and social world as the 

northern Thai converts and potential converts repeatedly attempted to redraw those boundaries 

along lines that made more sense to them. More people, as  we have already seen, would have 

converted if the mission had allowed "unofficial" conversions. It refused. Nan Ta, on his 

deathbed, went back to indigenous medical treatments, as did Noi Choi for his gr andson's illness. 

They saw nothing "un-Christian" in doing so, but the mission did. The ideological and doctrinal 

"dialogue" between the mission and church, thus, took place over matters of life, health, risk, 

and death. The mission remained closed to all options but its own, an attitude made clear in its 

annual report for 1873. In that report, Wilson told the story of an elderly widow, from a village 

near the city, whose interest in Christianity led her to decided to convert. Her relatives, however, 

warned her concerning the dangerous consequences of abandoning spirit propitiation, and in the 

face of their threats, she abandoned her intention and returned to temple worship. She told 

Wilson that she still paid homage to Jesus every day. She, that is, opted f or the soft, private 

conversion originally advocated by Nan Inta and Nan Chai in 1868. Wilson, of course, did not 

accept the validity of her decision. Her family, on the other hand, evidently did not care where 

she gave her personal religious loyalty so long as she participated in communal religious life, 

which life insured the safety of her family and community from evil spirits.[ 47] 

 The widow's personal decision to worship Jesus and her family's willingness to allow her 

to hold a private faith other than  theirs so long as she remained a secure part of its  ritual life 

calls to mind yet again Tongchai's description of the traditional Southeast Asian conception of 

political boundaries as overlapping power centers involving large swatches of territory rather 



than razor thin boundary lines. Her family would not  allow the mission to lay down a boundary 

that destroyed its unity and ritual integrity. Where Wilson and his colleagues in the Laos 

Mission refused to permit any participation in Buddhist or animistic ri tual, the northern Thai 

sense of communal unity demanded such participation. Those rites and practices tied community 

members to their ancestors and their past, allowed the community to live in harmony with the 

spiritual powers that inhabited their world, and provided an avenue for reconciliation when 

disputes arose. They also provided for the well being of the community and the salvation of 

individuals through communal merit -making activities. Northern Thai communities, thus, 

rejected the Laos Mission's intention to create a second, religiously independent social structure 

in the North and refused to accept willingly the introduction into their midst of an alternative, 

exclusive ritual. They could not abide, in short, the thought of two mutually antagonisti c 

religions in one community.[48] Potential converts to Christianity, as a consequence, faced two 

choices: they had to decide whether or not they found meaning in Christian teachings and faith, 

and they had to decide if they would divorce themselves from t he religious life of their family 

and community, a life that lay at the heart of northern Thai society. After 1869, the great 

majority of individuals who faced this choice decided not to withdraw from the practices of their 

neighbors and ancestors; it is now impossible to know how many of them felt as the widow did. 

 Kosuke Koyama, we will remember, wondered if the northern Thai of McGilvary's time 

understood his message because he observed "how thoroughly strange and unrealistic -how 

'western'-is the Christian vocabulary to the ears of my Thai neighbors!" If  this case is any 

measure, the people of Chiang Mai understood a great deal of what they heard. The widow found 

meaning in Jesus and wanted to become a Christian. Her family understood the dangers her 

conversion posed for it and angrily opposed her taking that step. The widow and her family 

surely did not understand the mission's underlying system of meanings and doctrines, but they 

did understand something of both the positive and negative implications of  that system for their 

own lives. 

 In mid-March 1875 and at the end of the Wilsons' difficult months alone in Chiang Mai, in 

the meantime, Wilson wrote a letter to the Board describing the Laos Mission's situation. It was 

a discouraging time, in spite of the return of the McGilvarys and the arrival of Dr. Cheek. He 

depicted the pervasive influence of animism in northern Thai life and society and how it 

insinuated itself into every part of daily life; and he enumerated the numerous hindrances the 

mission faced. Wilson concluded, however, on a more positive no te by praying for a stronger 

faith and affirming his trust in God. He wrote, " [God] has good in store for this land. He will 

gather his chosen ones unto himself. Not one shall be lost."[ 49] Like McGilvary, Wilson found 

strength and comfort in the doctrines of Reformed confessionalism, doctrines such as divine 

grace and divine election.  

 Church life continued to languish. One important event did take place, however, when the 

church held its first congregational meeting on 10 April 1875, to elect Nan Inta as  its first 

northern Thai elder. Presbyterian polity recognized two ordained offices, clergy and elders. 

Elders were members of the local church's governing body, known as a "session" in Presbyterian 

parlance, along with the church's pastor, who moderated t he meetings of the session. Prior to this 

time, the Chiang Mai Church session was made up of only ordained missionary clergy, an 

irregular situation according to American Presbyterian ecclesiastical pract ices. Nan Inta's 

election, thus, regularized and normalized the church's government, giving it a "proper" session 

for the first time.[50] There were some other stirrings of life in the church. By October, it 

appeared that Nan Inta's wife was considering conversion. Dr. Cheek's language teacher, Nan 

Chai, also seemed ready to become a Christian. In November, McGilvary reported that Dr. 

Cheek's patient, Boon Ruen, might also convert.[51] 



 The events of 1875 reinforce the impression that the missionaries' syst em of meanings and 

doctrines took their power partly from the fact that they silently embedded themselves in the 

assumptions on which the missionaries acted. They apparently never stopped to consider the 

question of how best to organize a northern Thai church. In 1868, they established a typically 

American Presbyterian congregation composed entirely of the missionary families themselves. In 

1875, they reconstituted that church's organizational structure by the election of a northern Thai 

elder, while maintaining it along those same Presbyterian lines. One hears bubbling quietly in 

the background of these discrete actions the ideological assumption that Christianity alone 

represented truth, morality, and God's will for humanity. Its structures were best. Its 

representatives were the ones best suited to lead. C ementing this unconsciously ideological 

approach to the formation of the church into place was the equally unconscious commonsense 

assumption that the Presbyterian Church's organizational structure was es sentially universal and 

timeless, equally relevant to any time, any place.  

Resurrection  

 For some six years after September 1869, the Laos Mission struggled to resurrect the 

Chiang Mai Church and only began to see some glimmers of hope towards the end of 1 875. The 

church's first communion service in 1876, held on the first Sunday of the New Year, marked an 

important turning point in the history of the northern Thai church. On that Sunday, Chiang Mai 

Church received its first two women members, Pa (Aunt) Kamun, the widow of Noi Sunya, the 

martyr, and Mae (Mother) Noo, the wife of Lung In. These two women were the first northern 

Thai women to convert to Christianity, and Mae Noo and Lung In became the first Christian 

couple.[52] From this point on, the number of conversions began to accelerate. In September 

1876, the mission baptized three more women including Yai (Grandmother) Peng, the wife of 

Nan Inta and two daughters of Pa Kamun, meaning that for the first time the church numbered 

more members than it had at the time of the persecution seven years earlier.[ 53] 

 Kate Wilson, recuperating in the United States, hailed the conversion of the five women as 

being good news indeed and wrote of the Laos Mission that, "The missionaries seem to be very 

much encouraged, and I think have great occasion to be, as the peop le seem anxious to hear the 

gospel." She went on to observe, nonetheless, that it cost northern Thai women a great deal to 

convert.[54] She may have had Yai Peng in mind. According to McGilvary, Yai Peng suffered for 

her interest in Christianity even before she was baptized. In July 1876 her brother, the family 

patriarch, called on her to assist in certain family animistic ceremonies, and she refused. Her 

brother then summoned both Yai Peng and her husband , Nan Inta, to a family conference at 

which he became abusive and threatening. McGilvary recounts,  

[Yai Peng] told him that as to that he might do as he pleased but that she was never 

going to worship the spirits. She was willing to redeem herself for life  by paying to 

the family a small sum, but that she could not again join the family directly or 

indirectly in their worship. The brother somewhat calmed down and said he would 

consider that proposition, though insisting still that his sister should be an al ien to 

the family.[55] 

Those words, "an alien to the family," as we have already seen, could well serve as the title of a 

social history of early northern Thai Christianity. Yai Peng and most of her Christian 

compatriots, men as well as women, had to step beyond the normal boundaries of their society 

and culture in order to become Christians in the face of considerable social pressure. Even so, 

Yai Peng resorted to a strategy not unlike the one used by Chao Intanon to solve the problem of 

the mission's property. She agreed to pay a sum of money to the family as long as no one called 

it a payment to the spirits. McGilvary seems to have acquiesced to her way of calming the 



waters, perhaps in recognition of the fact that the mission had to give its converts som e leeway 

in solving the problem of their relationship with their relatives and with their former religion. As 

we will see in the following section of this chapter, however, there were still definite limits to 

missionary toleration of the northern Thai incl ination to rely on convenient definitions as a way 

out of conflict.  

 Mae Noo had her own problems, once she converted. In early December 1876, the session 

of the church suspended her from communion on charges of "complicity in spirit worship" and 

failure to exhibit "consistent Christian conduct."[56] McGilvary blamed a foolish, worthless son 

who was her only child for getting her into trouble; Mae Noo could refuse him almost nothing he 

wanted. McGilvary expressed some remorse at having to suspend Mae Noo bu t felt the mission 

had no choice. "We were compelled to do so," he writes, "for the purity and discipline of the 

church, though we feel that great charity is due to her."[ 57] 

 When Wilson suspended Noi Choi from the church for participating in "heathen" ri tes, he 

did not express any remorse, however he may have felt about the matter. When the church 

suspended Mae Noo, McGilvary did express regret and sympathy, but he justified the act as 

necessary for the sake of the purity and discipline of the church. Smi th argues that in the early 

decades of the nineteenth century, Old School Presbyterians staked out more and more of a 

"position of defense" doctrinally, and in the process found it necessary to focus considerable 

attention on church discipline "lest wolves  infiltrate the flock or clergyman of good standing and 

high reputation begin to entertain dangerous thoughts." The seminaries taught their students to 

defend the faith and to preach sermons that would enable local church members to identify false 

philosophies.[58] The same doctrinal and ideological dynamic was at work in Chiang Mai, 

urgently reinforced by the Laos Mission's need to replace northern Thai traditional religion with 

Christianity. In the case of the mission's sister Presbyterian mission to the south, the Siam 

Mission, church discipline issues dominated its relationship with its churches throughout the last 

decades of the nineteenth century to the extent that the Siam Mission seriously jeopardized 

church growth by alienating converts and potentia l converts for the sake of maintaining moral 

and doctrinal purity. The Siam Mission particularly worried that most central Thai Christians 

converted out of a desire for "temporal" benefits rather than from a "pure" faith in the Christian 

message.[59] Although somewhat more patient with its church members, the Laos Mission took 

the same ideological stance, exercising especial care to prevent participation in Buddhist rites 

and animistic ritual.  

 The Laos Mission, in spite of Mae Noo's lapses, could look back  on 1876 with some 

satisfaction. The rate of conversions had picked up. Its political relationships had also improved 

and stabilized. McGilvary writes, "The whole year has probably been one of greater labor and 

greater success than any one year of my mission life."[60] The year 1877 marked yet another 

quiet advance in the life of the small, but growing Christian community. On the first Sunday of 

that year, McGilvary baptized three of Nan Inta's grandchildren, the first children to receive 

baptism. Eventually, it became common practice to baptize entire families as units, a practice 

McGilvary later termed "household baptism."[61] The following May, Nan Suwan, from the 

village of Mae Dok Daeng, received baptism. He was the son of Nan Panya, an elderly convert 

who had been baptized in December 1876 and died shortly thereafter.[62] Nan Suwan 

demonstrated qualities of leadership, and he thereafter emerged as one of the Laos Mission's 

most capable local church leaders. The process of family conversion, meanwhile, b ecame clearly 

apparent at the Chiang Mai Church's monthly communion of 7 October 1877. Among the four 

adults and two infants baptized that day were the mother -in-law and two infant daughters of 

converts. Another convert's wife would also be baptized in les s than a year. It is notable, 

furthermore, that three of these six new Christians came from Nan Suwan's village, one of them 

being his own infant daughter.[63] By October 1877, the converts were thus beginning to create a 



distinct, viable community of thei r own, an augury of the Christian counter society that the 

mission sought to create. At the same time, Christians showed the first signs of clustering 

together in larger groups, to the extent that an identifiable Christian group began to take shape in 

Mae Dok Daeng, a village near Doi Saket some twenty kilometers east of Chiang Mai. The slow, 

steady accretion of new members that began in January 1876 continued in 1878, with the church 

baptizing a total of ten adults and five children during the year.[ 64] Among these, as before, 

were several more wives and children of Christians. Most notable among the new Christians who 

received baptism in 1878 was one of the highest -ranking converts in the history of the northern 

Thai church, a government official from Lampang, named Chao Phya Sihanot, who was baptized 

on 5 May 1878.[65] 

Conclusion  

 In Chapter Four, we found that the Laos Mission, particularly in the person of Daniel 

McGilvary, rooted its evangelism and the practice of medicine in its system of meanings and 

doctrines. It emphasized the dissemination of knowledge as the gateway to faith, engaged the 

learned classes in cosmological and theological debate, and pressed Western science into its 

service-all of this after the manner of its mixed Reformed confessiona l and Scottish common 

sense heritage. The mission maintained a closed, dualistic attitude at all points, taking nothing 

from northern Thai culture that might fit its message to that context. In the first section of this 

chapter, we rediscovered many of the same theological and ideological themes. They came most 

sharply into focus in the mission's absolute insistence on keeping the Sabbath, an insistence that 

gained the ultimately fatal attention of the ruling powers of Chiang Mai. In spite of the initial 

success of the mission in gaining converts in 1868 and 1869, then, the experience of the first 

years of the Laos Mission did not bode well for its future. It preached a richly textured Western 

religious message grounded in Western scientific data and a cosmo logy that convinced almost no 

one to convert to Christianity. Some people who came into contact with missionary thinking 

accepted the new world view more or less readily enough; some even accepted Christian 

theological ideas to one degree or another, but only one person, Nan Inta, converted because of 

the mission's Baconian evangelistic strategy. The political establishment eventually intervened 

effectively to disrupt the mission's evangelistic program, postponing for years any hope of a 

significant number of conversions or the establishment of strong churches. McGilvary and 

Wilson themselves, in the years following September 1869, knew that things were not going well 

and both of them admitted discouragement to the Board, and yet they also both avowed a 

continued reliance on the Princeton-like system of doctrines and meanings they took with them 

to the field. McGilvary preached his Baconian message for years after the deaths of Nan Chai 

and Noi Sunya, while both he and Wilson long retained their confidence in  Western medicine as 

a means for undermining northern Thai Buddhism. Both of them took comfort from their system 

of meanings and doctrines and relied on it for strength to persevere through the hard years 

between 1869 and 1876. 

 Nowhere did McGilvary and Wilson give clearer evidence to their unstinting, unchanging 

allegiance to confessional, commonsense evangelicalism, and the ideological principles of 

dualism and exclusivism than in their relations with the small band of Christian converts. They 

expected the converts to reject Buddhism, cease spirit propitiation, withdraw from many aspects 

of daily life, and accept the mission's conception of the clearly defined boundary between their 

former and new faiths. The great majority of the citizens of Chiang Mai r ejected the idea of 

conversion, and even those who joined the new religion found their decision fraught with 

difficulties and tensions. Nan Inta had to flee for his life and then absent himself from the 

missionaries for several years. Nan Chai and Noi Sunya were killed. Yai Peng suffered serious 

tensions with her family. Noi Choi and Mae Noo went through the humiliation of being 

suspended from communion. The unnamed widow could not withstand the pressure of her family 



and refrained from converting at all, a lthough she retained her personal allegiance to Jesus. The 

convert community, that is, lived on the boundary between their old society and the new one the 

mission wanted to create, and they found it a difficult place to reside. When they tried to 

redefine the boundary in ways more in keeping with their own culture and society, the mission 

usually refused to go along. The Chiang Mai Church, in sum, embodied the mission's system of 

meanings and doctrines, preserving that system through the exercise of discipl ine to the end that 

it would remain free of religious influence from the surrounding culture.  

 The Laos Mission intended nothing less than a cultural and social revolution, one that 

necessarily began with the converts themselves. Chao Kawilorot understood the nature of the 

challenge the mission posed his state and people, and he took steps to thwart it. After his death, 

other politically powerful figures stepped in to carry on that defense of traditional structures. 

Even as the mission experienced tension with its own converts, it continued to experience 

political opposition. Matters came to a head in 1878.  

The Edict of Religious Toleration  

Introduction  

 Chao Kawilorot's death in June 1870 created a new situation in Chiang Mai. The accession 

of Chao Intanon brought to prominence a pro-Bangkok and pro-Westernization party led by 

Intanon and his wife, Chao Mae Tip Keson. As would be expected of the daughter of Chao 

Kawilorot, Chao Mae Tip Keson was the stronger personality and true leader of this faction that 

was friendly to the missionaries. Opposing Intanon and Tip Keson was the  chao ho na("Second 

King"), Chao Bunthawong, a strong personality who succeeded in usurping much of Intanon's 

authority to the point that little could be done in Chiang Mai without his permission. He sought 

to maintain the traditional structures of a semi-independent Chiang Mai, resisted change, and 

firmly opposed the Laos Mission. Chao Bunthawong, however, had neither the strength o f 

personality nor the prestige of Kawilorot and consequ ently could not deal with the Laos Mission 

as forcefully and effectively as had Kawilorot. He applied what pressure he could, but he failed 

to prevent the emergence of a northern Thai church, just as h e could not, finally, preserve the 

political integrity of the Chiang Mai state.[66] McGilvary diligently played upon this situation to 

maintain the missionaries' situation by spending considerable time visiting the city's important 

political figures; he worked particularly hard at developing a close relationsh ip with Chao 

Intanon and Chao Mae Tip Keson. McGilvary noted that in the early years after Chao Kawilorot's 

death Chao Bunthawong did not openly act against the Laos Mission.[ 67] 

 We have already noted that by 1878 the small band of Christian converts was growing in 

numbers and beginning to take the shape of a true community. In the course of things, two young 

Christians, Noi Intachak, who was studying theology privately with McGilvary, and Kam Tip, 

the daughter of Nan Inta, who was studying with Sophia McGilvary, caught each other's eye and 

decided to get married. The mission planned a big affair, as this would be the first marriage 

between two baptized northern Thai Christians. It should have been a ha ppy event, but politics 

intruded to transform a simple wedding into a serious political crisis, providing Chao 

Bunthawong with an opportunity to jeopardize the Laos Mission's prospects in Chiang Mai. In 

the process, the northern Thai converts found themselves yet again caught between missionary 

theologies on the one hand and the conservative political ideology of the mission's enemies on 

the other. 

  



The Event  

 Plans for the wedding progressed nicely until the very morning of the wedding when the 

family patriarch of Nan Inta and Kam Tip's extended family object ed to it. He demanded 

payment of the proper "spirit fee," as McGilvary called it, in order to show regard to the spirits 

and legalize the marriage according to northern Thai custom and law. The mission  refused to 

allow its adherents to pay because, as McGi lvary writes, "In fact, the payment may be regarded 

as a distinctively religious act, since it recognizes the spirits as the guardians and protectors of 

the family. When one becomes a Christian, that a llegiance is cast off."[68] After hastily 

consulting with Nan Inta's patron, the missionaries called a halt to the wedding and began to 

come to grips with the ideological and legal tangle facing them. They refused to have anything to 

do with what appeared to them to be animistic practices, but at the same time , they wanted the 

marriage to be legal. Their efforts to resolve the dilemma began with a visit to the Siamese  kha 

luang (Commissioner), who had been appointed Bangkok's permanent representative in the  North 

under the Chiang Mai Treaty of 1874 between Siam and Britain. He sympathized with the 

missionaries' situation but had no power to act in this case. The mission next turned to Chao 

Intanon and Chao Mae Tip Keson, but they felt they dared not take an open stand because they 

were already the objects of some criticism for their pro-missionary attitudes. In desperation, 

Cheek and McGilvary went to see Chao Bunthawong and the Chao Rachabut, another key figure 

in the Chiang Mai government. As political riva ls of the mission, they both found the situation 

hopeful and satisfying, reasoning as they did that if Christians could not marry, the Christian 

religion obviously would not survive in Chiang Mai. They refused to help.[ 69] 

 This dispute over the legalization of Christian marriages recalls the events leading up  to 

the persecution of the church in September 1869. The issue at stake in both cases, as 

Ratanaphorn points out, involved the place and authority of Chiang Mai's ruling  powers as 

against the social and political status of the missionaries themselves. By f orbidding their 

converts to participate in traditional religious rites, the missionaries attacked the political status 

of the ruling elite, which drew its authority and power from the rituals of spirit propitiation. The 

right to perform such rituals also functioned as a means for social control and helped designate 

who would be at the top of the social hierarchy. Ratanaphorn states,  

The chao ho na  [Chao Bunthawong] realized that this intervention by missionaries 

into the traditional system posed yet another  threat to the chao. He was concerned 

that the converts would seek shelter under the missionaries from corvee 

requirements. Besides their actions exacerbating the problems of labor scarcity 

prevailing in the Northern States since the time of Kawila, the mi ssionaries came to 

take the role of patrons that formerly had been the exclusive preserve of 

the chao and other local elites. The widespread propagation of Christianity and its 

potential adoption by many in the population, threatened the traditional social  order 

of the Northern States.[70] 

The stakes were high. The traditional hierarchy, on the one side, felt that the Laos Mission was 

attacking the religious and ceremonial pillars of its authority. The Laos Mission, for its part, 

desired nothing less than the right of Christians to conduct their own rituals unmolested by 

outside authorities. The heart of the matter, as we have already said, lay in a confrontation 

between the political ideology of a ruling elite and the system of meanings and doctrines of the  

mission itself.  

 On further consultation with the Siamese Commissioner, Phraya Thep Prachun, McGilvary 

and Cheek finally decided to petition King Chulalongkorn in Bangk ok, and Phraya Thep Prachun 

promised that he would write the King a letter supporting t he mission's petition. The mission 



sent its petition to the American Consul in Bangkok for him to present to the King; in it, they 

appealed for general religious tolerat ion rather than simply the right of Christians to marry. The 

mission's petition reminded the King that it was founded with the official permission both from 

the King himself and from Chao Kawilorot, specified Chao Bunthawong as the culprit in this 

case, and requested that northern Thai Christians receive the same civil and religious rights 

given to other Siamese citizens. The mission knew that this petition could cause trouble in 

Chiang Mai, but McGilvary felt they had little choice and could rely on politi cal supporters in 

the Siamese government to assist them.[71] 

 While the Laos Mission's petition found its way to Bangkok and through the capital's 

bureaucracy, tensions mounted in Chiang Mai. Chao Bunthawong ordered that Nan Inta be 

detained and threatened his entire family with slavery if they did not renounce Christianity. He 

threatened Nan Inta personally with banishment to the far north and then had him held in 

physical confinement, which lasted for three months and resulted in such a serious deteriorat ion 

of Nan Inta's health that McGilvary felt constrained to intervene. After some furth er dispute, 

Cheek gained permission to look after him, and Nan Inta began to recover his health.[ 72] 

 The King's reply to the mission's petition finally arrived in late September 1878. It gave 

Phraya Thep Prachun authority to proceed in the matter of the m ission's complaint in any way he 

saw fit and specifically gave him permission to issue an edict, at his discretion, guaranteeing 

toleration of the Christian religion. After some further discussions with the different sides in the 

marriage dispute, the Commissioner issued an "Edict of Religious Toleration" that went beyond what 

even the missionaries had asked for.[73] 

 The edict (See Appendix I) opens with a statement of the Commissioner's intention to 

issue a proclamation to the princes and people of Chiang  Mai, Lamphun, and Lampang states. It 

mentions briefly the origins of the edict and makes it clear that it rests on the full authority of 

the King of Siam. It then provides a general statement of a concept of religious toleration that 

affirms the right of individuals to worship as they choose without governmental interference. 

The edict affirms the right of citizens to become Christians and enjoins the princes, relatives,  

and friends of converts to throw up no obstacles to conversion and the practice of the  Christian 

religion. It frees Christians from participation in non -Christian rituals and affirms the right of 

Christians to observe their Sabbath unmolested, excepting only in times of war or genuine 

pressing need. The edict also confirms that American cit izens living in Chiang Mai, Lamphun, 

and Lampang (i.e. the missionaries) had the right given to them by international treaties to 

employ anyone they chose. No one could impinge on that right.  

 Although McGilvary realized from the beginning that the anti -missionary faction among 

the ruling elite would resist the implementation of the "Edict of Religious Toleration," he was 

elated. The edict had the immediate affect of lessening the pressure on the convert community, 

particularly Nan Inta. Chao Bunthawong, it  seems, backed off and assumed a publicly less 

threatening, more gracious attitude towards the missionaries.[ 74] Nan Inta shared McGilvary's 

feelings of elation and wrote to the McGilvarys' daughter, Emilie, in the United States that, 

"…[God] inclined the heart of the great King of Siam to send a royal decree forbidding the 

princes and masters in Chiengmai to oppose those who wish to become believers and forbidding 

any oppression of those who have or will become such in the future."[ 75] 

Impact of the Edict  

 In the events of September 1869, as we have seen, the Laos Mission's systems of meanings 

and doctrines guided missionary behavior and played a key role in sparking the religious 

persecution and political repression that followed. Virtually the same dynami c played itself out 



in the marriage crisis of 1878, but in the midst of all of the political maneuvering involved, one 

can easily lose track of the simple theological pr inciple and subsequent ideological chain of 

reasoning that set off the crisis. Stated most simply, the missionaries adhered to the principle 

that the payment of "spirit fees" by converts to legalize marriages would amount to a denial of 

their allegiance to God. After the manner of Princeton, this principle closed the door on 

compromise by turning the payment of spirit fees into an absolute, clearly defined boundary 

issue between Christianity and heathenism. The principle had to be defended. The missionaries  

believed that any violation of it put the converts and mission at risk of complicity i n devil 

worship, idolatry, and superstition that threatened the converts with eternal damnation. If 

pressed on the matter, McGilvary and Cheek could have pointed to nume rous passages in 

Scripture as the source of their principle and would have argued that such principles are as 

timeless as the Bible itself. Fundamental to the question of spirit fees was the doctrine of God's 

sovereignty; paying them denied divine sovereignty. The missionaries approached these 

questions and principles with a Scottish-like commonsensical attitude that gave them confidence 

in their ability to know God's truths and a reified self -assurance that the thought-ways of their 

American Presbyterian religious consciousness were immediately relevant to the situation they 

faced in Chiang Mai. 

 In the light of their theological and ideological habits of mind, it never occurred to Cheek 

and McGilvary that they could have appropriated Chao Intanon's strateg y for allowing them to 

purchase property without buying it (see Chapter Four). They cou ld have easily enough argued 

that the fee in question was a "legal fee" rather than a "spirit fee," employing a line of thinking 

similar to that of Yai Peng in a similar  situation, an approach they seem to have tolerated in her 

case. The point here is not whether or not a northern Thai approach would have been "better" or 

"worse" in this particular case; the point is, rather, that all possibility of compromise was made 

impossible after McGilvary laid down his theological principle that the payment of the fe es was 

an anti-Christian act. He grounded his actions in his system of meanings and values, irrespective 

of alternatives available through drawing on the thought -ways of northern Thai culture. 

 The "Edict of Toleration" marked an important step in the perm anent establishment of the 

northern Thai church, although later commentators have at times considerably over -stated its 

long-term consequences.[76] The most important immediate result of the Edict, perhaps, was its 

impact on the Christian community. That small band joined McGilvary and Nan Inta in rejoicing, 

and the rate of conversion did increase, although at a still very modest rate in comparison to the 

size of the population. Early in 1879, moreover, McGilvary used the Edict to protect a family 

accused of causing demon possession (phi ka) from further persecution.[77] Beyond these 

immediate benefits of the Edict, McGilvary also argues that the event offered Bangkok an 

opportunity to increase its influence in the North at the expense of the northern Thai r uling class. 

The northern states, as McGilvary observed many years later, quietly and slowly became, "an 

integral portion of the consolidated Kingdom of Siam."[ 78] Ratanaphorn agrees, noting that the 

Edict of Toleration not only reduced the power of the pa trons of Christian coverts over them, but 

it also undercut the role of religion as a pillar of the state and helped to transform religion into a 

matter of personal choice rather than a tool for state control.[79] The Laos Mission's system of 

doctrines and meanings, in other words, became a factor of some consequence in the 

secularization of northern Thai social and political life. Consideration of that larger historical 

role lies beyond the scope of this study, but it does suggest the significance missionar y theology 

and ideology had for every phase of the mission's work and the breadth of the impact missionary 

thinking had in the North.  

 Whatever the long-term impact of the Edict of Toleration, McGilvary believed that it did 

improve the mission's situation considerably. He states,  



Our work is, of course, more hopeful though we of course do not anticipate a rush 

into the church as the princes and people seemed to fear to take off all restraint till 

the proclamation comes from the Laos princes themselves. The one from the king 

secures exemption from punishment, but all the moral influence is still on the side 

of Satan as far as the princes can make it so. But still the people  are less fearful to 

talk than they were. Even the priests and princes themselves talk more freely than 

before. And there is, no doubt, a spirit of inquiry among the people such as has 

probably never been before.[80] 

The central problem concerning the Edict, as McGilvary noted, was that it came from Bangkok; 

and even then, we might add, not directly from King Chulalongkorn but through his agent in 

Chiang Mai. Those powers arrayed against the Laos Mission remained in opposition. McGilvary 

returned to this thought in 1881 when he noted that it would have been a distinct advantage to 

gain the same sanction from the northern Thai rulers as the Mission had gained from 

Bangkok.[81] 

 Persecution of Christians and tension between them and their neighbors, however, d id not 

end with the Edict. In a long letter to the Board written in July 1880, Wilson c ited three cases of 

evident persecution in which the Edict proved of no value. In one case, having to do with the 

Prince of Lamphun, the mission dared not intervene by c iting the Edict for fear that it would 

only make matters worse. In the two other cases,  including one involving Chao Bunthawong, the 

mission could not prove that converts were being treated unjustly because of their religion even 

though they were sure such was the case. The Edict could not be brought into play to protect 

them. Wilson summarized these cases by stating, "The proclamation for Christian toleration was 

a great thing. It stands as a significant precedent in favor of the native Christian & his cau se. But 

it will not meet every difficulty. It should not be expected to do so."[ 82] Missionary Christianity, 

in sum, remained in tension with the conservative powers of the northern states. While one 

suspects that the mere fact of the missionaries' purpose  of introducing a new religious faith-apart 

from any theological or ideological considerations-sparked that tension, the Laos Mission's 

confrontational, closed ideological stance only added fuel to the fire.  

Conclusion  

 At the close of the pioneer era of the Laos Mission, the mission remained in tension with a 

substantial conservative, anti -Christian political faction led by the singly most powerful figure in 

Chiang Mai, Chao Bunthawong. Its converts still experienced var ious forms of petty persecution, 

personal threats, and tests of loyalty by their patrons. The Edict of Toleration itself te stifies to 

the level of local opposition the mission's message had conjured, a level of intensity it could 

overcome only through reliance on the still greater power of the King in Bangkok. The mission, 

to be sure, had also won some influential friends in t he Chiang Mai court, but even so, it had 

become a symbol of social change and instability that seems to have overlaid any "simple" 

preaching of the Christian message with a blanket of controversial political, religious, and 

cosmological ramifications. While the Edict was certainly of some short -term benefit, it is 

doubtful that in the long run it represented a victory for the Christian cause, in spite of what the 

missionaries thought at the time.  

Conclusion 

 The Laos Mission's system of meanings and doctrines shaped its evangelistic message, its 

use of Western medicine, the way in which it configured the Chiang Mai Church, and its 

expectations of how individual converts should behave. That system put it in considerable 

tension with conservative political forces and its converts in comparable tension with their 



neighbors and even families. It also prevented almost any consideration of tact ical compromises 

or a judicious softening of the system's rigid, Western conception of cognitive and religious 

boundaries. 

 The original question that opened this study asked after the reasons for the apparent 

failure of Presbyterian missions to gain a large constituency in northern Siam; it cited the work 

of several scholars who argue, variously, that the Laos Mission failed to understand the religion 

of the people and failed to communicate effectively with the people. In light of actual events, 

however, the issue of the missionaries and their message seems more complex. The statements 

that the missionaries misunderstood the northern Thai people and communicated their message 

poorly are themselves premised on the critics own system of doctrines and meanings , ones quite 

different from those of nineteenth-century American Old School Presbyterians. It is difficult to 

write off a man as intellectually competent and theologically perceptive as Daniel McGilvary by 

simply saying that he did not understand northern Thai Buddhism or, again, to claim that he 

failed to communicate with his northern Thai contemporaries. What such statements  mean is that 

McGilvary and his colleagues failed to understand or communicate in a way that would have 

been more culturally appropriate and, arguably, won the Christian faith a larger northern Thai 

constituency. McGilvary and Wilson would themselves immed iately respond that it is their 

latter-day critics who fail to understand the depths of northern Thai idolatry, superstition, and 

heathenism. It is their twentieth-century liberal critics who fail to realize that the importance of 

preserving the purity of the gospel in such a context necessarily determined how one would 

communicate the Christian message. Only the pure gospel, they would  argue, could save 

individual northern Thais or offer hope for the future salvation of the whole northern Thai 

nation. If we grant the Laos Mission the integrity of its system of doctrines and meanings, that 

is, it is misleading to state either that they misunderstood northern Thai Buddhism or failed to 

communicate their message to the northern Thai people. We have to grant th at, within the 

confines of their system of meanings and doctrines, they may well have understood the northern 

Thai situation clearly and communicated quite effectively.  

 If, however, we stand beyond the precincts of missionary ideology and theology, it mus t 

also be granted that other interpretations of northern Thai religious consciousness were possible 

and other strategies for reaching them with the Christian message available. The missionaries' 

own converts tried, by word and deed, to tell them they could  do things differently-that 

conversion need not be confrontational and that not all indigenous ceremonies were 

objectionable. The very nature of missionary thinking prevented the mission from learning these 

lessons. Breward's insight, cited in Chapter Three, that William Perkins' sixteenth-century 

Puritanism used its belief in the unity of an infallible truth to deny all other viewpoints applies 

with equal force to the Laos Mission. The mission simply would not and, evidently, could not 

learn to approach its tasks in ways that meshed with northern Thai society when it perceived that 

matters of theological principles were at stake. It could accept Intanon's redefinition of buying 

as gift-giving since no such principles were involved, but it absolutely refused  to redefine its 

understanding of conversion, the Sabbath, participation in non -Christian rituals, or the payment 

of certain fees because the mission believed that all of these instances involved fundamental 

religious principles. Its system of meanings and  doctrines thus constrained i ts understanding and 

its ways of communicating.  

 With these observations, we now turn to the third key set of activities engaged in by the 

Laos Mission up to 1880, educational activities. For a mission born of Reformed confessi onalism 

and a scholastic heritage, we have in a sense saved the best for last, although the study of 

missionary educational strategies will only serve to confirm the patterns we have already 

identified in Chapters Four and Five. The variety of its educatio nal activities, however, adds 



texture and further understanding to those patterns and, thus, helps explain why the Laos Mission 

behaved as it did in its pioneer era.  
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Introduction  

 Charles Hodge closes the Introduction of his  Systematic Theology  with a consideration of 

the role of the Bible in Protestant thinking and practice in which he argues that Protestants have 

both the right and the duty to study Scriptures for themselves in light of the church's common 

understanding of the meaning of the Bible. He maintains that Protestants must be "diligent" in 

their study, but that at the same time there are no impediments to their obtaining a correct 

understanding of the Bible's contents. The Bible itself, he states, enjoins the people of the church 

to study it and teach it to their children, and he makes a point of criticiz ing the "tyranny" of the 

Catholic Church in setting up the parish priest as the "arbiter of the faith and morals of his 

people."[1] Lodged at the beginning of 2,260 pages of theology packed into three densely argued 

volumes, Hodge's observations symbolize the importance of learning and education to 

Princeton's understanding of the Christian faith.  In The Way of Life,  he confirms that importance 

by claiming, as we saw in Chapter Three, that the Holy Spirit works in rational ways, 

appropriating the usual educational and evangelistic "agencies" of the church to work its divine 

influence on the people of God. These views provide some indication of the seriousness with 

which the Old School and Princeton took education.[2] 

 In the preceding chapters, we have seen that the Laos Mission frequently, perhaps even 

habitually, conducted its work on the basis of a system of meanings and doctrines that closely 

paralleled the Princeton Theology and was quite possibly influenced, to a degree, by that 

theology. McGilvary practiced Baconian evangelism. The mission advocated medical work on 

patently Baconian grounds. McGilvary and Wilson, in 1869, pressed for a Princeton -like 

observance of the Sabbath and public profession of faith in spite of clear political risks. That this 

same pattern holds true for the Laos Mission's educational work before 1880 should already be 

apparent, particularly in the case of the mission's evangelistic approach. The Laos Mission 

pursued evangelistic strategies that were patently educational in nature , including especially 

McGilvary's cosmological debates with northern Siam's educated elite and the mission's use of 

Western medicine to undermine the peoples' faith in traditional religious beliefs.  

 



 From a Princetonian perspective, moreover, the nature of the northern Thai context itself 

urgently reinforced the importance of education because of the negative impact "heathenism" is 

supposed to have had on both language and cognition. Green discerned an absolute contrast 

between those who speak "Christian" and "pagan" languages in terms of the "ideas and modes of 

thought" that they can express linguistically. He believed that language shapes people's 

judgment, character, and feelings to such an extent that, in the case of non -Christian languages 

such as Chinese, 

An entirely new class of notions and associations must be waked up within [the 

Chinese], different from any they have ever had, and which there are no terms 

capable of conveying to them. It requires a slow process of elaborate training to 

eradicate or correct that concatenated system of false notions which is thus far the 

only thing that has ever entered their thoughts. The language needs to be 

christianized as well as the people; the work of transformation in the latter cannot 

be complete and thorough until the former shall be reached and purified.[ 3] 

Green supposed that the Christianization of languages such as Chin ese (and northern Thai, 

presumably) demands an elaborate, long-term, and necessary process of education, with 

emphasis on the importance of the process. One could not, apparently, be truly Christian until 

one has had ones thinking and speaking reformed to conform to Christian thought.  

 Green took biblical Greek as his model. Although classical Greek was a refined, polished 

language with its own high literature and cultivated modes of expression,  

As the language of a Pagan people, however, it needed a thorou gh purgation. This 

was effected by causing it to circulate for centuries in the Jewish mind, until it was 

charged with ideas, and breathed a life drawn from the Old Testament, and from the 

divine training to which the people of Israel had been subjected fo r ages. The new 

idiom thus created by the transfusion of Jewish thoughts into the tongue of classic 

Greece, then stamped into uniformity and permanence by a special literature of its 

own, was finally wrought into its New Testament form by the lips and pens  of the 

apostles, trained by Christ himself in the new truths which he came to 

communicate.[4] 

The process of translating Hebrew ideas into Greek, thus, transformed Greek into a language fit 

for Christian expression.  

 Whether or not Wilson and McGilvary read Green's 1864 article in the Princeton 

Review on "modern philology," just quoted, they did create a set of educational activities for the 

Laos Mission well-adapted to his underlying principle that the evangelization of non -Christian 

peoples requires teaching them to speak and think in new ways. Northern Thai converts had to 

learn virtually a new manner of speaking, one based on new ideas and inculcating a new set of 

judgments, character traits, and emotions. The mission aimed at nothing less, as we will s ee, 

than the transformation of nearly every aspect of the converts' lives, and it established, or 

attempted to establish, a range of educational activities to achieve that end. Those activities 

divide themselves into three broad categories: first, church e ducation, including theological 

education, Sunday school, and literacy education; second, formal education; and, third, printing 

and literature distribution. If we include the Laos Mission's Baconian evangelism among its 

educational activities, it is not too much to say that the mission used educational activities as the 

chief engine of its overall program both for reaching the general populace and for nurturing the 

emerging northern Thai church.  



Church Education  

Introduction  

 The Laos Mission's Enlightenment trust in human knowing, the perception that as a 

Christian agency it knew the truth, Reformed views on the total depravity of the heathen, and an 

understanding of the Bible as the only source of saving knowledge played, as we saw in Chapter 

Five, a key role in the establishment of the northern Thai church. That Enlightenment -Reformed 

system of meanings and doctrines encouraged the mission to challenge the power of the state by 

insisting that the converts make public declaration of their faith and keep th e Sabbath. It 

discouraged the mission from heeding the converts' advice on conversion in a northern Thai 

context and on participation in northern Thai ritual. That same theological and ideological 

complex convinced the mission that it had to retrain its converts in a process that amounted to a 

one-way transfer of information, attitudes, values, and beliefs. An intriguing passing comment 

by Wilson symbolizes the depth of the mission's concern for "one -way" education. In the 

mission's annual report for 1879-1880, Wilson emphasized the pressing need the mission faced in 

educating its converts, and he illustrated his point with the example of one convert who told 

Wilson that he believed that the Hindu god, Phra In, is the angel Gabriel. Wilson rejected such 

apparently fantastical thinking and called for more teachers for the converts and a still more 

long-suffering care of them. [5] He did not see the convert's ideas as an opportunity for dialogue 

or learning, but as an indication that the convert required more e ducating and that the mission 

had to place even more emphasis on training and oversight. The mission's system of doctrines 

and meanings, in short, guided its educational activities as surely as it determined the mission's 

evangelistic strategies. 

Theological Education 

 The Laos Mission did not initiate a formal program of theological education until 1889, 

when it founded its Training School for evangelists and church workers,[ 6] but McGilvary felt a 

burden for preparing converts for ordained ministry from t he earliest days of the northern Thai 

church. In July 1869, he reported that he planned to start up a theological training class for three 

of the seven converts as soon as possible; he wanted to prepare them as assistants with the hope 

that some of them would eventually become pastors.[7] The persecution of September 1869 cut 

short his plans for that class. In late 1875, however, when the Chiang Mai Church was showing 

signs of renewal, McGilvary informed the Board of Foreign Missions of his interest in one 

younger convert, Nan Chai, who had an educational background that made him well qualified to 

become an evangelist and minister. In stating his hopes for Nan Chai, he avows, "No burden 

weighs so heavily on my own mind now as the prayer that God will raise u p laborers among the 

Laos themselves. From our distant and isolated position we cannot hope to have a large 

reinforcement of foreign laborers." He goes on to state that, "The substantial character of the 

Laos as a race will I have no doubt enable more to be accomplished thru native assistants than in 

many other heathen lands."[8] In 1875, however, McGilvary was not yet in a position to act on 

his concern for developing the abilities of northern Thai Christians to assist in the work of the 

Laos Mission. The Chiang Mai Church showed only the first glimmerings of its coming modest 

renewal. 

 McGilvary took the mission's first, tentative step towards establishing a formal system of 

theological education when he began to tutor Noi Intachak in theology; we have alr eady met this 

young convert in Chapter Five, where his plans to marry Kam Tip resulted in the Edict of 

Religious Toleration. Elected an elder in 1879, he shortly thereafter became McGilvary's private 

student. In October 1880, McGilvary reported that he was  a conscientious and reliable student 

who was making good progress in his studies. He states that Noi Intachak, " is a young man of 



great worth, and bids fair to well repay the time & expense in teaching him."[ 9] He possibly had 

Noi Intachak in mind when he wrote a few months earlier that, "Our work here has been 

progressing as we have prayed it might, mainly through native agency. In all mission fields, this 

should be the one great object, to raise up a native ministry, particularly in distant fields of 

difficult access like ours." McGilvary concludes, "A native ministry and a working church 

should be our motto."[10] 

 From McGilvary's comments in 1869, 1875, and 1880, it is clear that he saw the 

significance of training converts for ministry and felt anxiou s to set the process in motion. In 

1883, he founded a more formal training class that involved four full -time students, stating in 

two letters in April 1883 that, "The great work of the mission is to raise up a native ministry, 

and I am glad that I have taken the first step towards it," and, again, that theological education 

was "the work that I regard of most importance just now." The class itself did not work out, but 

the effort reinforces our appreciation for the significance McGilvary attached to educat ing 

church workers.[11] He returned to this same theme in his autobiography, where he chides the 

Laos Mission for its failure in theological education; he writes, "I frankly confess that our 

greatest mistake has probably been in doing too much of the work ourselves, instead of training 

others to do it, and working through them."[12] 

 McGilvary had one clear goal for theological education: to equip northern Thai converts to 

complement the missionary force, perhaps with an eye to their one day supplanting the  

missionaries entirely. While he did not make a clear connection between theological education 

and his system of meanings and doctrines, such as he did for evangelism, his alma mater's 

historical experience throws light on that connection. We will remember  that the Presbyterian 

Church established Princeton Theological Seminary in 1812 at a time when it felt beleaguered by 

dangerous social and religious forces. The church intended to use the seminary to train pious 

clergy in the defense of the faith, an inherently conservative and apologetical agenda bent on 

preserving Reformed orthodoxy.[13] Noll states, 

The Princeton Theology was conservative, at least in part, because the founders saw 

the creation of a seminary as one means to combat cultural chaos. It was  

conservative, at least in part, because the spirit of the founders was preserved with 

unusual fidelity throughout most of the century.[14] 

For McGilvary, as a Princetonian, theologically trained northern Thai church leaders offered the 

mission the same advantages of a conservative, orthodox church leadership. The Laos Mission's 

"heathen" context made the whole matter of preparing a properly educated leadership even more 

pressing. Because of that supposedly godless, immoral context, they faced a social and cultural 

situation more potentially dangerous to the fledgling northern Thai church, if anything, than the 

one conservative American Presbyterians faced earlier in the nineteenth century.  

 As it turned out, the Laos Mission failed during its pioneer period  to put into place a 

program of theological training for potential church leaders. McGilvary's concern for theological 

education, however, still highlights the importance of education for the work of the Laos 

Mission. Where some other American evangelical churches emphasized a sense of calling and 

piety over formal theological training, McGilvary adhered to the Old School's insistence that 

education is a primary prerequisite for the clergy.  

Literacy Education and Sunday School  

 McGilvary extended his concern for Christian education to include every member of the 

church, not just those he hoped would one day lead it. As a self -conscious Calvinist, he naturally 



centered that concern on teaching the converts to know and cherish the Bible, which, as we have 

seen, he took to be the authoritative source of Christian truth and faith. He shared this concern 

for biblical education with American orthodox evangelicals generally, who used public (state) 

school systems as well as Christian education to inculcate their val ues, moral standards, and 

beliefs in the whole of American society. They believed that education actually made people 

more intelligent as well as more receptive to Christian truths, so that education became, in 

orthodox evangelical hands, a tool for evangelism, apologetics, and social uplift. Presbyterians 

gained for themselves a particular reputation for advocating education, especially higher 

education, as a key tool for the advancement of the Christian cause.[ 15] During its early years, 

however, the Laos Mission faced serious obstacles in its efforts to conduct biblical education 

because it had yet to translate the Bible into the distinctive northern Thai alphabet. When Nan 

Inta began his intense study of the Christian faith, he first had to learn to read  central Thai 

before he could read the Bible or the other Christian literature that the Protestant missions in 

Bangkok had prepared over the years.[16] Central Thai literacy education soon developed into 

one of the mission's most important educational tasks. 

 McGilvary once again took the lead in teaching church members and potential converts to 

read central Thai as well as in emphasizing the importance of a literate membership for the 

Chiang Mai Church. He consistently paid attention to the literacy skills  of the converts. He 

noted, for example, that all three of the young men who received baptism in the opening months 

of 1877 had learned to read central Thai as part of their preparation for church membership and 

that more than half of the church's sixteen members at that date could read central Thai capably. 

He predicted that central Thai would eventually become the "Christian dialect" and, beyond that, 

the language of all of northern Siam. He also observed that it was easiest to teach illiterate 

people to read central Thai, but the mission still needed to develop a northern Thai literature for 

those who were already literate in that script. [17] During the course of the year 1877, McGilvary 

had opportunity to teach central Thai literacy to other new convert s and potential converts, 

including some in-patients at Cheek's bamboo and thatch hospital and individuals from outlying 

communities.[18] After 1877, he continued to teach central Thai literacy as opportunities arose, 

and while at Rahang (modern-day Tak) he even taught English to the children of government 

officials.[19] 

 Literacy education, be it in central or northern Thai, remained an important part of 

McGilvary's ministry throughout his life. At the time of his death, Dr. James W. McKean wrote,  

No one who has done country evangelistic work with Dr. McGilvary can ever forget 

the oft-seen picture of the gray-haired patriarch seated on the bamboo floor of a 

thatch-covered Lao home, teaching some one to read. Of course, the book faced the 

pupil, and it was often said that he had taught so many people in this way that he 

could read the Lao character very readily with the book upside down.[ 20] 

Literacy education, then, did not represent a passing fancy or expediency for McGilvary. It 

amounted to a serious educational commitment based on a system of doctrines and meanings that 

emphasized the role of the Bible as a source of both doctrinal truth and enlightened insights in 

Christian living. 

 Perhaps nothing symbolized McGilvary's commitment to biblical and literac y education so 

much as the establishment of Chiang Mai Church's first Sunday school. In December 1876, he 

reported that he had found the task of teaching new converts and a few others to read a burden, 

and he organized a Sunday school that met after worshi p to assist him in that work. He recruited 

several literate members of the church to teach those members who could not yet read and write; 

they used the "Shorter Catechism," one of the classic statements of Presbyterian doctrine, as 



their text.[21] This Sunday school seems to have remained generally informal until 1880, when 

the other members of the mission put it on a more regular footing by organizing a set of classes. 

Dr. Cheek served as the superintendent and took charge of a boys' class. Sarah  Cheek taught a 

women's literacy class, Cole and Campbell conducted a class for younger women, and three older 

girls from their school supervised an infant class. Wilson taught a Bible class, and two Christian 

men taught two men's literacy classes. Wilson reported an average attendance of about 

eighty.[22] 

 Given the small size of the mission and the church in 1880, the reorganized Sunday school 

represented a major programmatic development involving all of the missionaries. In spite of its 

new format, however, it did nothing more than recapitulate the theological, biblical, and literacy 

education emphases of earlier years. The expanded Sunday school also embodied, yet again, the 

mission's overall strategy of importing Western forms and strategies to accompli sh its ends in 

northern Siam. Seymour notes that during the last four decades of the nineteenth century, the 

international Sunday school movement reached its "heyday" in the United States and other 

English-speaking nations. After 1860, that movement experienced rapid growth, the 

establishment of an international organization, the development of a widely used international 

curriculum, and the emergence of many different training programs for Sunday school 

teachers.[23] In the United States, evangelical churches of all stripes established Sunday schools 

as one of a set of key programs aimed at transforming local churches into complex 

institutions.[24] Orthodox evangelicals in both the United States and Chiang Mai, in sum, found 

the Sunday school movement especially important as an embodiment of their central concern for 

education. 

Conclusion  

 In one sense, the Laos Mission's educational work up to 1880 does not seem to amount to 

much. McGilvary took on one young man as a theological student. He spent an indeter minate 

amount of time teaching an unknown number of people to read central Thai. He set up a Sunday 

school, which his colleagues later expanded and reorganized. When viewed from the difficult 

situation the mission faced in the 1860s and 1870s, however, when for long periods McGilvary 

was the only healthy missionary able to work full time, his efforts take on much greater 

importance. The Laos Mission's commitment to theological, literacy, and local church 

educational programs symbolizes, furthermore, the imp ortance of placing the Princeton 

Theology's relationship to the mission in a broad context. For, as Johnson points out, orthodox 

evangelicals from several denominations and traditions grounded their educational concerns, as 

did the Princetonians, in their traditional Protestant emphasis on the Scriptures as the sole source 

authority over Christian faith. Johnson observes of the orthodox evangelicals that,  

Given their belief that God spoke only through the written word, formal [orthodox] 

evangelicals saw it as their duty to spread institutions of literacy, which made it 

possible for common folk to read and understand the Word of God. These believers 

were also committed to an orderly, product ive, and modernizing society and saw 

themselves, the best-educated evangelicals in the land, as arbiters of the new 

order.[25] 

Princeton and the Laos Mission comprised two overlapping circles enveloped by this larger 

American orthodox evangelical context, Princeton best articulating what we might call 

"evangelical scholasticism" on paper and the mission in programs.  

  



Formal Education  

Introduction  

 Given the considerable amount of its limited time and resources that the Laos Mission 

invested in educational activities, it may not be overstating the case to argue that the mission 

looked upon itself and on the Chiang Mai Church as being, first and foremost, educational 

agencies. McGilvary, at key moments in the church's early history, sought to institute 

rudimentary programs for the theological education of its leadership. The whole mission 

concerned itself with literacy education and the instruction of new members, especially in the 

Bible. In keeping with its conservative American evangelical heritage, then, th e mission invested 

a great deal in the process of education as the best way to establish a strong, intelligent church. 

It also relied on education as yet another tool for evangelistic outreach, and from nearly the 

beginning aimed at the establishment of fo rmal educational institutions to the end that it could 

reach northern Thai society with Christian and Western learning. It believed, we will remember, 

that Western learning must inevitably drive out traditional knowledge just as the Christian 

religion must necessarily drive out traditional religion.  

 In the years up to 1880, the Laos Mission made two major efforts at establishing a school. 

The first one, undertaken in 1871, failed. The second attempt succeeded, leading not only to the 

establishment of the mission's first school but also to the beginnings of formal women's 

education in northern Siam. 

The Burman School  

 On the last day of 1870, McGilvary reported to the Board that some princes wanted the 

mission to open a school to educate a number of the princes' followers and that the mission 

hoped to respond in the near future. He also asserted, as an inarguable principle, the statement 

that the mission could not build up the church without the aid of schools.[ 26] McGilvary did not 

see the projected school simply as a way of influencing the larger society or for gaining 

converts, but he also saw it, specifically, as a tool necessary for "building up" the church. In the 

end, however, this first school did not live up to the mission's hopes for it, and we have almost 

no information about it. It appears to have lasted for roughly one year, from some time early in 

1871 until either late 1871 or early 1872. The school had only a few students, most of them 

evidently children of "Burman" parents, although a few northern Thai students also attended. 

Wilson took charge of the school, and the mission hired a young Burmese who spoke English to 

teach, hoping that the prospect of learning English would entice more northern Thai students to 

enroll. They did not, and eventual ly some or all of the students themselves withdrew from the 

school, leaving the mission no choice but to close it. As far as McGilvary and Wilson could tell, 

parents of students and potential students were reluctant to become associated too closely with 

the missionaries, fearing official displeasure and possible retaliation.[ 27] Wilson later observed 

that Chao Intanon, Chao Bunthawong, and other top political leaders saw no need for education 

or for Western-style schools and Wilson asked, rhetorically, "Unable to read themselves why 

should they wish the common people to know the advantages of a school?"[ 28] 

 Apart from official indifference, the Laos Mission failed to establish a school in 1871 

because it lacked a Christian constituency as the core around wh ich a school could coalesce. The 

mission also lacked the staff and the educational resources necessary to take advantage of what 

seemed to be an opportunity for mission outreach. Premature as it was, however, the mission's 

eagerness to grasp this opportuni ty to initiate formal educational work suggests how close 

education was to the missionary heart. Over the course of the next few years, the Laos Mission 



continued to work towards the founding of a school, and in the larger scale of things, it did not 

take long for it to attain that goal.  

The Interim  

 After the initial effort at founding a mission school wound its way to a dismal end, 

McGilvary wrote to the Board in late 1872 concerning yet another of his dreams and schemes, 

namely the appointment of single women to the mission. He cited the fact that women were 

nearly the equals of men in northern Thai society and the political influence of Chao Mae Tip 

Keson, the "Princess" of Chiang Mai, as evidence that "enlightened Christian women" could 

exert great influence over northern Thai women.[29] McGilvary did not mention the possibility 

of a girls' school, but whether he had such an eventuality in mind at the time, his letter 

anticipated events of just seven years later. In the mission's annual report for 1874, in the 

meantime, Wilson noted that Chao Intanon's son had visited Burma and came back to Chiang Mai 

impressed with the Baptist missionary schools he saw there; his enthusiasm inspired a brief 

flurry of educational interest in the palace that soon died down . Chao Intanon and Chao 

Bunthawong remained completely indifferent and unsupportive.[ 30] 

 In Chapter Five, we saw that the Chiang Mai Church did not begin to recover from the 

persecution of 1869 or win any number of new converts until 1875. The church's mo dest renewal 

that began in that year and gained momentum in the following years created the conditions that 

made it possible for the mission to start its first permanent school. Although the exact date is 

uncertain, Sophia McGilvary took the first step in that direction at some point during the year 

1875 when she gathered a small group of Christian girls into what we might today consider a 

tutoring center. The six to eight students involved lived with the McGilvarys, and Sophia gave 

them as much time as her health and family responsibilities allowed. She apparently worked with 

the students individually as much as in a class and, at the beginning at least, she taught them 

primarily to read, presumably in central Thai. By September 1876, the mission was laying  firm 

plans to start a girl's school and applied to the Board for two women missionary teachers for 

it.[31] Mission records for roughly the next two years are silent about developments in Sophia's 

tutoring class, but then in later 1878 her husband reported  to the readers of the North Carolina 

Presbyterian that, "More has been done than ever towards a school. We have the nucleus of a 

girls' school of ten pupils, started in part to educate the children of the church and preparatory to 

the teachers who have been promised to carry it on a larger scale."[32] All the mission lacked 

was the promised teachers, and that problem was soon remedied.  

 If we recall the time Daniel McGilvary devoted to literacy work and his Sunday school, by 

1876 he and Sophia together were investing considerable effort in educational activities. During 

most of this period, the Wilsons were on furlough and Dr. Cheek tended to spend large blocks of 

time in Bangkok, leaving only the McGilvarys to carry out the work in Chiang Mai. Where other 

missionaries in other evangelical missions devoted their time to literature distribution, house -to-

house visitation, and public evangelistic campaigns, Daniel McGilvary gave an important part of 

his attention to teaching people to read, tutoring a potentia l theological student, and organizing a 

Sunday school. Sophia McGilvary tutored young girls. Even when McGilvary distributed 

medicines, he ultimately hoped that the local citizenry would learn to trust Western science and 

religion. He was still educating the people. 

The Girls' School  

 Returning from his own furlough, Wilson escorted Edna Cole and Mary Campbell on their 

trip from the United States through Bangkok to Chiang Mai, the party finally arriving there in 

April 1879, after a trip of four and one-half months. Cole and Campbell, we will remember, had 



just graduated from Western Female Seminary, Oxford, Ohio, where, in the grip of an intense 

religious revival, they each decided, separately, to respond to the Laos Mission's call for single 

women missionaries. Cole was 25 and Campbell 21 years' old-young, dedicated women filled 

with a deep sense of their calling to serve God and their students, "their girls," in Chiang 

Mai.[33] The new missionaries' educational efforts met with immediate success. They took over 

Sophia's class and within a week doubled the number of students from six to twelve; they 

counted among their students Kam Tip, whose wedding plans had led to the Edict of Religious 

Toleration just the year before. They also had an assistant teacher, C hantah. Cole and Campbell 

entered into their work enthusiastically and experienced an immediate love for their students.[ 34] 

By September 1879, they had 18 girls living and studying with them full time, plus another 11 

students who studied at home but spent some time each day at the girls' school. Cole and 

Campbell anticipated another one or two full time day students, making a total of 30 or 31 

students under their care. Wilson insisted on turning his home over to the school, and he moved 

into a temporary bamboo house.[35] 

 Campbell wrote home that most days she and Cole had numerous visitors who came to 

observe both how the two young missionaries lived personally and how they conducted their 

educational work, recalling the McGilvarys and Wilsons' experienc e of the 1860s. She claimed 

that these visitors were especially taken with the students' singing, which had become quite good 

and which impressed them with the abilities of their own people. She further noted that the 

singing at Chiang Mai Church's worship also improved under the influence of the girls. The two 

young missionary teachers exercised a decided influence over their students, introducing to them 

the same evangelical, revivalist piety that they themselves had experienced as students. By the 

end of 1879, several of the girls had begun to seek membership in the church. The first of them 

to be received was among the ten who joined the church on the last Sunday in December of that 

year.[36] In a letter to Mary's parents written in 1881, McGilvary prais ed both Campbell and 

Cole for the astonishing success they experienced in such a brief period. He wrote of the 

students that, "Many of their pupils are already recorded on the church's roll, and give evidence 

of a new heart by a new life."[37] We will remember from Chapter Two the emphasis both 

Princeton generally and McGilvary in particular placed on the importance of reaching the heart 

through the mind. The new girls' school became one of the mission's chief agencies for achieving 

that end. 

 None of the pioneer members of the Laos Mission, as we also saw in Chapter Two, were 

more thoroughly evangelical in their revivalist fervor than Cole and Campbell. Campbell 

captured the depth of that evangelical ardor in a letter she wrote about their trip up to Chiang 

Mai; along the way, their party set a small brush fire "after the fashion of the Siamese." In her 

letter, she exclaims, "How we long to see the spiritual fire spread as rapidly, sweeping every 

thing before it."[38] Reflecting the more critical  side of their fervor, Cole complained, while still 

in Bangkok, that, "We have seen so much of heathenism since coming here that our hearts are 

sick and we long for the time when our Lord shall come and claim this kingdom."[ 39] There is 

nothing to distinguish these sentiments, positive and negative, from the outlook of millions of 

American evangelicals of all stripes and sects, but what does capture our attention is the manner 

in which the Laos Mission took two zealous young evangelicals and "stuck" them in  a formal 

educational setting. No one in the mission, including Campbell and Cole themselves, seems to 

have felt it a strange or inappropriate place for them. On the contrary, these Old School 

Presbyterians-heirs to Reformed "scholasticism" and the Scottish Enlightenment-would have 

argued that in a "heathen land" a school was the very best place the mission could have placed 

them. In a school, they could educate the minds and prepare the hearts of their students in that 

blend of evangelical piety and Old School intellection exemplified by the Princeton Theology. It 

might be argued that nineteenth-century American thinking concerning the place of women 

limited the work Cole and Campbell could do to education. The Laos Mission, nonetheless, went 



out of its way to recruit them specifically to that work, still seeing no contradiction between it 

and their revivalistic inclinations.  

 Princeton said, as we have already seen, that one best reaches the heart through the mind. 

It is important in the context of the Laos  Mission's educational program, however, to emphasize 

the manner in which the Princetonians made that point by clothing this essentially scholastic 

approach to religious conversion in evangelical garb. Hodge states in his celebrated, widely read 

treatise, The Way of Life, that faith is a gift from God and that, "The evidence indeed is 

presented to all, or there would be no obligation to believe; but men are morally blind, and 

therefore the eyes of their understanding must be opened that they may understand the things 

which are freely given to them of God." He goes on to state that, "believers are the recipients of 

an influence, an unction, from the Holy One, which convinces them of the truth, makes them see 

and know that it is truth."[40] The whole process of conversion, that is, begins for Hodge with 

the presentation of evidence. Although he would have disagreed in theory, in practice it seems as 

if God did not enter into the process of conversion until the potential convert received 

information through one agency or another. Later in The Way of Life, Hodge argues that those in 

search of faith must assent to certain facts and integrate that assent into their very 

consciousness. The search for faith requires, he says, a certain "state of mind," and he writes, 

"Whatever may be the particular occasion, the mind is led to fix itself on its responsibility to 

God and the conviction of its guilt becomes settled and confirmed." Hodge insisted that the 

human heart resists this process and rises up against the very idea  that it stands under God's 

condemnation. Only strict adherence to the truth can change the heart, which means that pious 

judgment and sentiment must conform themselves to the objective truths revealed in the 

Bible.[41] At each turn, Hodge grounds all other aspects of the Christian life in the process of 

receiving and understanding data and integrating that data into one's consciousness.  

 Hodge's scholastic approach to the Christian life and the point already made in this 

chapter that he believed that one acquires faith through normal means and agencies take on 

added significance in light of Cole and Campbell's educational approach to the evangelization of 

the northern Thai. In The Way of Life, Hodge states explicitly that religious knowledge and 

experience do not come by way of some mysterious, extra -mundane means. He writes, "What has 

been said hitherto is designed to illustrate the nature of saving faith, as it is represented in the 

Scriptures. It differs from all other acts of the mind to which the term f aith is applied, mainly on 

account of the nature of the evidence on which it is founded." He also states that, "There is one 

general truth in relation to this point which is clearly taught in the Bible; and that is, that all true 

repentance springs from right views of God." He concludes, as was quoted more fully above, 

"The in-dwelling of the Spirit, therefore, in the people of God, does not supersede their own 

agency."[42] Faith, in sum, differs from other forms of knowledge primarily in terms of the data 

it draws upon, data taken from the Bible and orthodox theological doctrines. The Holy Spirit 

does not appear (to Old School Presbyterians, at any rate) in the midst of wild, ecstatic frenzy or 

deep mystical experiences, but it appropriates, rather, the normal processes of learning to its own 

spiritual ends. McGilvary made the same point in the first of his series of articles on missionary 

medicine, cited in Chapter Four. He observes that Jesus and the apostles relied upon miraculous 

powers of teaching and healing that have since been withdrawn from the church. The nineteenth -

century church therefore had to rely upon less spectacular methods, for, as he states, "…the 

extraordinary and temporary have given place to the permanent and ordinary means which God 

has ordained to employ and bless for the temporal and spiritual welfare of man."[ 43] 

 Campbell and Cole themselves relished the prospect of engaging in educational work. 

They could not wait to get to Chiang Mai and take up founding the girls' school. After t hey had 

been at the task for six months, Campbell told the Board how Christ had "claimed" three of their 

students "for his own," and she enthused, "Oh, how we thank Him and pray that he will not leave 



us until all are His!" She prayed that God would be the ir strength, wisdom, and source of 

guidance and blessing.[44] In December 1879, she reported still greater results from their first 

year's efforts, writing, 

But I have not told you how the Saviour is still with us, calling our girls to Himself. 

Last Sabbath, five presented themselves to be received into the church with two of 

our day scholars. We have sufficient evidence for believing that part have really 

given their hearts to the Saviour, but it was thought best to give them another 

month, until our next communion, and if at that time they still wish to publicly 

confess Him, we can hesitate no longer. In other hearts there is the quiet, deep 

working of the Spirit. Oh, how unworthy we are of all our Saviour is doing for us! 

Pray that we may be brought nearer, and work more earnestly for Him.[45] 

Her words contain a full measure of revivalist ardor, but subsuming her evangelical piety were 

the grand Reformed themes most clearly articulated for Old School American Presbyterians at 

Princeton: God's activity, election, the quiet and orderly working of the Holy Spirit, the 

unworthiness of the worker, and the deep sense of God's grace in Christ.[ 46] 

 Whether or not, furthermore, we can demonstrate a clear connection between Hodge's 

theology and Campbell and Cole's perception of their work, the two new missionaries shared his 

reliance on knowledge, under the guidance of the Spirit, to bring the unconverted to Christ. 

Commenting in a letter written at the very end of July 1880 concerning the admission to the 

church of still more of her students, Campbell writes, "Oh, for a tongue to teach them more of 

the Saviour they have confessed, for they are such babes in their knowledge." The problem was 

not merely with the students, however. She continues, "We understand enough of the language to 

teach the story of Genesis, but are often puzzled to convey the spiritual meaning."[ 47] Campbell, 

the deeply committed evangelical teacher, had begun to wrestle with the pedagogical issues 

involved in transferring her knowledge and understanding of the Christian faith to her students. 

Although baptized Christians, her students still knew too little about that faith and lacked vital 

spiritual information, while she and Cole found it difficult to convey the Bible's deeper meanings 

to northern Thai students in the medium of their own language. Later, after Mary Campbell's 

death in the muddy waters of the Chao Phraya River, Cole struggled on alone and felt even more 

keenly how truly difficult it was for her students to understand the Christian  faith. In an undated 

letter published in December 1882, she reported that another five girls' school students would 

join the church. She felt, however, that they still did not understand the fact of their own evil 

natures or God's plan of salvation. She writes, "I want to see a thorough repentance for sin and a 

real longing for the new life in Jesus. They have a little life; they move and breathe; but oh, for 

real life in Jesus!" In another letter, published in March 1883, Cole seems to have felt somewhat 

more optimistic, but still troubled. She had been teaching the Bible to eight of her students and 

reported that she sometimes felt encouraged by their answers to her questions; those answers 

showed a degree of thoughtfulness and "awakening." Still, heathen ism's ignorance appeared to 

infect them and all of the converts. They did not understand the "vital points" of the Christian 

faith. She concluded that the situation would improve if the Laos Mission could translate, 

publish, and distribute northern Thai Bibles.[48] 

 Where the epistemological deficiencies of her students depressed Cole, her 

correspondence contains no similar criticisms of their behavior, the depth of their affection for 

her, or their level of commitment to their new faith.[ 49] In the letter published in March 1883, 

mentioned just above, she noted with a hint of pride the substantial sacrifices converts had to 

make when they became Christians. She fixed, however, on the supposedly plain fact of their 

ignorance of the key doctrines of the Chris tian faith and seems to have assumed that true faith is 

dependent upon understanding the meaning of those doctrines. We will recollect from earlier 



chapters that Princeton had a relatively broad conception of "understanding" that included 

spiritual insight as well as the accumulation of factual knowledge. Cole and Campbell, from 

what we have said of them so far here and in Chapter Two, shared that broad understanding and 

sought to teach their students a vital way of living as much as to instruct them in any  particular 

set of facts. Cole, in particular however, also shared the Princetonians' concern for the objective, 

factual base on which both she and they believed all faithful Christians must ground their faith. 

A student once came to Cole to consult with her about a difficult home situation in which the 

girl's family rejected her new religion; she was afraid and uncertain. Cole told her about Jesus' 

suffering in this world. She described how Jesus now resides in heaven and intercedes for 

Christians. Cole then told her to go home and face the problems there, hoping that her student 

had understood the lessons she taught her and would take her strength only from Jesus.[ 50] Cole 

rested her counsel on the premise that, if her student understood what Jesus had don e on earth 

and who he is now, she would gain the ability to withstand the problems she faced in her home. 

In her simple, loving wish for the well being of her student lay what we can only call a 

scholastic evangelicalism: know, she enjoined this student, and from that knowledge take 

strength in Jesus, the personal Saviour. Edna Cole's evangelical and scholastic instincts, that is, 

paralleled Princeton's: know, and in that knowing, believe.  

 Cole and Campbell's approach to their missionary tasks, when compar ed to that of Wilson 

and McGilvary, reveals a somewhat different juxtaposition of the confessional, commonsensical, 

and evangelical elements that informed all of the missionaries' systems of doctrines and 

meanings. Without denying the influence of evangeli cal piety on their thinking and behavior, 

McGilvary and Wilson demonstrated a strong reliance on the grand doctrines of the Reformed 

faith and a strong inclination towards Common Sense Realism. They were what we might term 

"classical scholastics" in that they drew their emphasis on the importance of the mind as the 

channel for reaching the heart from post -Reformation orthodoxy and the Scottish Enlightenment. 

Evangelical piety appears to take something of a "backseat" to these other elements, particularly 

in McGilvary's writings. Cole and Campbell, as we have already seen in Chapter Two, 

represented a less classical, more evangelical approach, one that fully valued an educational 

approach but grounded that approach in a warmer, more exuberant piety. Their wri tings reveal 

much less of a Reformed base and the direct influences of Common Sense Philosophy, although 

substantial traces remain once one knows to look for them. A number of factors contributed to 

these differing emphases. Campbell and Cole were young and they were new to the field; one 

expects a certain amount of exuberant piety from them, almost as a matter of course. The two 

senior missionaries, moreover, had theological training, which they received at the hands of 

several key representatives of the Princeton Theology. Campbell and Cole did not have formal 

theological training as such. In the end, however, one suspects that these two sets of 

missionaries, one older and one younger, simply represented two different eras. Wilson and 

McGilvary grew up during the Antebellum, a time when the engines of Reformed and Scottish 

Enlightenment thinking still pulled great weight on the American scene. The split between 

radical and conservative evangelicals was only gradually narrowing. The Old School was a 

separate denomination and had a distinct identity of its own. Cole and Campbell grew up in a 

much different social and theological climate. The Old School merged with the New School 

while they were still children. The distinction between radical and conservative e vangelicals, 

meanwhile, counted for less, and the drift away from interest in formal systems of theology was 

accelerating. Different times and training led to different emphases, but in spite of these 

differences both sets of missionaries, senior and junio r, shared a profound commitment to 

education as the way to convert the northern Thai people to Christianity.  

 These comments on the differences between McGilvary and Wilson in comparison with 

Cole and Campbell reinforce our sense that it is impossible to c laim that the Princeton Theology 

had a profound impact on the work of the Laos Mission during its pioneer period. The sources of 



missionary behavior are too dependent on a variety of factors, including age, background, and 

theological training, to allow the easy assertion of any direct links of significance. At the same 

time, even Campbell and Cole acted like Princetonians would act and their correspondence 

contains a nascent, unsystematic theology something like the Princeton Theology.  

Conclusion  

 The Burman school proved itself a dead end. The girls' school was an immediate success, 

and in spite of having to face many future obstacles eventually evolved, under the name of Dara 

Academy, into one of the two premier Christian educational institutions of northern Siam. The 

Laos Mission, more generally, invested a large portion of its time, personnel, and resources in 

the establishment of an elaborate educational system that placed boarding schools in all of its 

stations and, after 1900, inspired the emergence of numerous local church parochial schools. In 

the process, the mission played a substantial role in women's education and the fostering of new 

social roles for northern Thai women. Mission schools also produced many of the first teachers 

for the Bangkok government schools in the North and otherwise provided models for government 

educational efforts. As the years passed, meanwhile, the mission itself depended more and more 

on its schools to train church leaders and provide resources for church life.[ 51] The "scholastic," 

"enlightened," and institutional approach to church life and evangelistic outreach remained thus 

a key mark of the mission's life throughout its history. Like the Earth's molten core, the 

mission's Reformed, Enlightened, and Evangelical system of doctrines and meanings lay deep 

within everything its members wrote and did.  

Printing and Literature Distribution  

 No one, as we have already observed, went through a process of evaluation and planning 

in anticipation of the founding of a new mission in northern Siam. Later, during the Laos 

Mission's pioneer era, the missionaries never instituted a formal, or even informal, process for 

evaluating the lessons they could learn from their early experience in Chiang Mai. The 

McGilvarys and Wilsons came with a clear set of cognitive blueprints already in place, ones that 

included a large place for Baconian evangelism and medicine, churches founded along the lines 

of Presbyterian congregations in America, the establishment of key American Presbyterian  

liturgical and pietistic practices, and the creation of Western educational institutions. The 

theological and ideological assumptions the pioneer members of the mission brought with them 

preclude the necessity of "thinking through" the use of Western, Ame rican, and Presbyterian 

methods and forms. They knew the truth of their religion. They understood the evils of 

heathenism. They believed God inspired them and their methods. They discerned the presence of 

the Holy Spirit carrying them forward even under the most trying circumstances. Given this set 

of meanings and doctrines, the mission felt no motivation to rethink any aspect of its work.  

 So far as the Wilsons and McGilvarys could see, then, their system of doctrines and 

meanings provided them with a clear plan of action for Chiang Mai, one involving the usual set 

of evangelistic, educational, and medical activities. Printing took its place on this list of 

unquestioned, assumed activities as having a special importance in the missionaries' drive to re -

educate the northern Thai. As early as 1864, McGilvary ranked the establishment of a printing 

press high on the list of the future Laos Mission's priorities, and, under his leadership, the Siam 

Mission formed a committee to acquire northern Thai script type.[ 52] The Laos Mission had to 

wait until the 1870s, however, before it took its first concrete steps towards setting up a printing 

establishment. At some point before the end of 1870, it acquired a lithographic press but then 

faced the serious obstacle of carting its large and extremely heavy containers upriver from 

Bangkok to Chiang Mai. Boat captains refused to undertake the task, and it was some time before 

the mission finally got the press up to Chiang Mai. There is no record of when it actually 



reached the city, and we only hear about it again when McGilvary informed the Board in 

February 1872 that Wilson had closed the Burman school and planned to begin working on the 

press instead. Wilson himself reported that he had opened the boxes the press arrived in  and 

begun to set it up.[53] After this hopeful beginning, however, the reality of trying to run a press 

in Chiang Mai set in. The lithographic press itself seemed to be in fine working condition, but 

Wilson found it impossible to make good impressions usi ng the ink that came with it. He tried to 

read the machine's German manual, but could not understand enough to solve the ink problem. 

He even tried to make a substitute ink himself, but he eventually informed the Board that the 

mission lacked both the materials and expertise needed to operate the press successfully. In his 

1873 annual report to the Board, Wilson also observed that he simply did not have the time or 

the physical strength to invest in the press when there was so much else to be done.[ 54] Several 

years later, in 1877, McGilvary admitted to the Board that the lithographic press was a "dead 

loss" that had wasted $400 to $500.[55] 

 Meanwhile McGilvary looked in other directions for a solution to the problem of how to 

set up a press in Chiang Mai. While on furlough, he had asked the American Bible Society 

(ABS) for financial assistance in obtaining a northern Thai font. Although the ABS granted him 

the funds, he was unable to make use of them because he had made no progress towards getting 

that type font made. In May 1875, after his return to Chiang Mai, McGilvary alerted the Board of 

Foreign Missions that he still wanted to obtain a font of type if possible. He suggested that his 

brother-in-law in the United States, Cornelius Bradley, might be willi ng to help. Bradley knew 

central Thai well and had a scholarly bent of mind, and his father, Dr. Bradley, had trained him 

as a printer. McGilvary sent along with his letter to the Board samples taken from well -known 

northern Thai scribes, including Chao Tamalangka, reputed to be the best scribe in the North.[56] 

 In spite of their repeated failures, then, both Wilson and McGilvary had not changed their 

mind about the necessity of establishing a working press in Chiang Mai; and while all of this talk 

of stones and ink seems to be far removed from the mission's "system of doctrines and 

meanings," in reality Wilson and McGilvary pursued the establishment of a printing press for 

largely theological reasons. Cole made that point when she claimed, above, that prin ted northern 

Thai Bibles offered the best hope for teaching the northern Thai converts to understand the 

Christian faith. The mission wanted a press so it could create a northern Thai Christian literature 

and especially so it could publish a northern Thai Bible. Translation work, however, was also not 

progressing very rapidly. McGilvary reported in May 1875 that he had not been able to revise his 

preliminary translation of the Gospel of Matthew because of the press of other work. Thus, he 

could not send it to be printed as soon as a font was available. Nine months later McGilvary was 

still struggling to finish the revision of Matthew. At that time he acknowledged that even his 

revision was of limited quality because he lacked the critical and linguistic tool s needed, such as 

a Greek text of the New Testament as well as access to the latest in textual criticism.[ 57] The 

two senior missionaries, nonetheless, remained committed to a press.  

 By their own admission, both McGilvary and Wilson confessed that they lacked the time, 

tools, and skills to put a printing establishment into place and the time and tools to carry out 

translation work; in spite of these facts, they persevered. Dr. Cheek, m eanwhile, had growing 

doubts about the wisdom of the whole printing venture. He informed the Board in 1875 that 

setting up a press in Chiang Mai would be an expensive task, and he doubted that the benefits 

would justify that expense. Cheek advised the Board that it would be better to use the Siam 

Mission's press in Bangkok for printing northern Thai materials and invest the money saved in 

other, more worthwhile ventures. He also correctly predicted that it would take many years to 

translate the Bible.[58] Events over the next five years generally confirmed his skepticism. In 

1876, Wilson returned to the United States on furlough with plans to acquire a northern Thai 

font, but nothing seems to have come of those plans. Four years later, in 1880, the mission d id 



succeed in acquiring a font, but part of it was lost in shipping. Wilson, meanwhile, continued to 

lament the technical obstacles he faced in setting up a functioning press, complaining to the 

Board that he felt "outside" the world. McGilvary made some p rogress on his translation of 

Matthew during the last years of the pioneer era, but still had to ask the Board to send him some 

very basic translation helps.[59] Meanwhile, the other 65 books of the Bible awaited translation. 

In the years after 1880, the Laos Mission continued to struggle with the profound difficulties 

involved in trying to import a completely new modern technology in the face of nearly 

insurmountable technical and transportation obstacles. It finally did succeed in 1893, and 

eventually the Chiang Mai Mission Press developed into a major printing establishment, printing 

millions of pages of religious literature and "secular" job work each year. Although by 1914 the 

mission managed to publish a complete northern Thai New Testament, it only fi nished 

translations of 34 books of the whole Bible and never did manage to put a complete northern 

Thai Bible in the church's hands.[60] 

 In spite of the fact that Cheek surely gave a more realistic assessment from a strictly 

business point of view of the impracticability of setting up a press in Chiang Mai, Wilson and 

McGilvary never wavered in their determination to achieve that goal. They would have rejected 

any suggestion that they themselves were unrealistic and surely would have argued that Cheek 

failed to see the urgency of translating and publishing the Bible for the sake of the mission's 

work. Relying on the Siam Mission's press, located weeks and weeks away from the North, 

simply would not do. Cheek, presumably, accepted the premise that publishing  comprised an 

important adjunct to the mission's overall strategy, but his comments suggest a more "hard -

headed" approach to the matter. Cheek accepted the Old School system of meanings and 

doctrines only in a general, somewhat indifferent manner and, as w e saw in Chapter Two, 

eventually withdrew from the mission entirely to pursue his private business ventures. The two 

senior missionaries took a far more serious view of the question of doctrine, while also accepting 

whole-heartedly the meanings implied in the Old School theological system they studied at 

Princeton. Faith in the Bible as the literal, unquestioned Word of God comprised an important 

element of that system for the mission as well as the seminary, as we saw in both Chapters Two 

and Three. 

 Princeton and Chiang Mai's shared faith in the Christian Scriptures also was grounded in 

their larger Old School system of doctrines and meanings. Marsden points out that Antebellum 

American evangelicals of all persuasions, furthermore, shared an unquestioning reverence for the 

Bible founded on two Western intellectual and epistemological assumptions: first, the Bible can 

be clearly and correctly understood by all individuals; second, all truth is one. He then highlights 

the important role Common Sense Philosophy played in reinforcing evangelical faith in the Bible 

by providing evangelicals with a sure defense against speculative philosophies and any 

interpretations of the Bible that did not accord with their own theological views. Common Sense 

Philosophy assured them that humanity shares a common consciousness, that the Bible reflects 

and addresses that consciousness, and that it transcends cultural or social differences. It 

communicates God's commonsensical truths with equal facility in all languages and setting s. 

American evangelicals also affirmed that the Bible speaks to the heart as much as the mind and 

that the Holy Spirit confirmed objective biblical truth. Marsden argues that Antebellum 

evangelicals combined romantic emotionalism and subjectivism with Baco nian, scientific 

objectivism to create an integrated view of the Scriptures.[ 61] 

 Building on this evangelical, commonsensical, Reformed heritage, Hodge's S ystematic 

Theology outlines the rationale for emphasizing the Scriptures as an indispensable tool fo r the 

Christian life. He equates the "word of God" with the Bible and then issues two key theological 

maxims than virtually mandate obligatory Bible study. He states, "The word of God, so far as 

adults are concerned, is an indispensable means of salvation.  True religion never has existed, and 



never can exist, where the truths revealed in the Bible are unknown." He goes on to write, "The 

word of God is not only necessary to salvation, but it is also divinely efficacious to the 

accomplishment of that end."[62] Hodge also addresses the particular condition of the heathen, 

asserting that, "…it remains a fact patent to all eyes that the nations where the Bible is unknown 

sit in darkness. The absence of the Bible is just as distinctly discernible as the absence of  the 

sun." He elaborates, "a second fact on which the testimony of experience is equally clear is, that 

true Christianity flourishes just in proportion to the degree in which the Bible is known, and its 

truths are diffused among the people." Finally, he cl aims, "A third important fact equally well 

established is, that true religion prevails in any community, in proportion to the degree in which 

the young are instructed in the facts and indoctrinated in the truths of the Bible."[ 63] Hodge had 

not yet published these thoughts when McGilvary first proposed the need of a press, in 1864, for 

the future Chiang Mai mission, and it would strain credulity in the extreme to believe that he or 

Wilson thumbed through their old Princeton lecture notes seeking a rationale  for their persistent 

quest for a mission press. Hodge, on the other hand, does reveal the issues at stake in that quest 

and provides some insight into why McGilvary and Wilson stayed the course in establishing a 

mission press as well as why the mission emphasized literacy and education as key activities and 

commitments. There was a great deal at stake. Hodge's views suggest that if the missionaries 

failed to provide northern Thai society and the northern Thai church with the Bible, they could 

not hope for lasting success. If they did not train the church to the use of the Bible and, in the 

process, provide their members with literacy skills, the mission had little hope for the future. 

Northern Thai society would remain in darkness. The church would not flou rish. Christianity 

would not prevail.  

 Hodge's comments also tie the Laos Mission's emphasis on printing and translation back 

into its inherited system of meanings and doctrines. He articulated a rigidly dualistic 

epistemology, based on the asserted truism that spiritual truth is found only in Christianity and 

known only to faithful Christians. In keeping with his dualism, Hodge believed that salvation is 

found in Christianity alone and contained exclusively in the Bible, the word of God. He seasoned 

his exclusivist dualism with a strong dash of Scottish Enlightenment universalism, holding that 

his principles apply to every community in every condition. When taken together as an 

interlocking system, Hodge's principles concerning the centrality of the Bible i n Protestant life 

virtually demanded precisely the emphasis on translating and printing the Scriptures, as well as 

teaching reading and writing, found in the mission's records from the 1860s onwards.  

Conclusion 

 If Kosoke Koyama could have addressed his question concerning whether the people of 

Chiang Mai understood what the mission was attempting to teach them directly to McGilvary and 

his colleagues (see the Introduction), they quite possibly would have answered, "No, they do not 

understand, but they will . They must, if they are to be saved." Even before 1880, the mission 

invested a substantial portion of its limited time and resources to the end that they would 

understand, and by that year, it had embarked on a formal educational enterprise that would 

make it the leader in modern education in northern Siam for decades to come. Aside from the 

girls' school, the pioneer members of the mission invested themselves in literacy education, 

theological education, and several unsuccessful attempts to introduce prin ting technologies into 

Chiang Mai. The Laos Mission, that is, made a concerted effort to communicate Western 

learning, including its system of doctrines and meanings, to the people of Chiang Mai.  

 In the early 1880s, as we saw, however, Edna Cole fretted over the inability of the 

converts to grasp the heart of the mission's religious message to the satisfaction of the 

missionaries. Some thirty-five years later, in 1915, several members of the mission continued to 

complain that the northern Thai lacked intel lectual skills, administrative ability, and ambition. 



They painted an especially dismal picture of the administrative and cognitive ability of northern 

Thai church leadership and argued that the missionaries would have to remain in charge of the 

northern Thai church for years to come. Leaders and local church members had only a limited 

understanding of the Christian faith.[64] McGilvary himself, in later years, regretted the fact that 

the vast majority of Buddhist monks refused to engage him in theological discussion and debate, 

thus preventing him from finding openings to convince them of the truth of the Christian 

religion.[65] Which is to say, the Laos Mission's emphasis on educational activities and a 

cognitive approach to religious life seemed, as far as the missionaries themselves could tell, to 

have achieved few results. Northern Thai church members still struck them as being ignorant of 

the Christian faith. Northern Thai Buddhists, furthermore, showed little inclination to enter into 

intellectual debate on religious subjects with the missionaries. The Laos Mission, however, 

continued to pursue the course charted for it by McGilvary and his colleagues in the 1860s and 

1870s, one that sought to transfer saving information through Western forms and though t ways. 

 The Laos Mission's sense of educational failure brings us full circle to the mission's Old 

School Presbyterian and American evangelical system of doctrines and meanings and the role of 

the Princeton Theology in clarifying that system. By 1883, as we noted above, Cole felt that the 

converts were not receiving the religious message the mission was sending them, at least not 

fully. Even earlier, Cheek alerted the Board to the massive obstacles the Laos Mission faced in 

setting up a press; he warned that the cost of such a press would far outweigh its benefits, even 

if they succeeded. Why, in the face of many discouraging circumstances did the mission initiate 

these activities and why, in the face of apparent programmatic failures, did it persist in pur suing 

them long after 1880? This is precisely the question we started with at the beginning of this 

study. The answer, however, is clearer than before. The Laos Mission depended upon a system of 

doctrines and meanings that influenced every significant face t of its work up to and well beyond 

1880. Where a hardheaded realist, such as Cheek, thought McGilvary and Wilson's vision for a 

Chiang Mai press an expensive, impractical dream, the two senior missionaries never once 

wavered in their determination to see the Bible translated, printed, and accompanied by a 

substantial pious and printed literature. They were as hardheaded and realistic as Cheek. They 

simply looked at reality in a different manner.  
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CONCLUSION 

 Foreign missionaries invariably stand between two sets of cultur es, the ones on the field 

and the ones at home. The truth of this statement does not "go without saying," however 

commonplace it may seem, as the very future of a Christian mission depends on how it relates to 

its host cultures and utilizes its home cultures. A mission's "system of doctrines and meanings" 

is a cognitive mechanism, with a strong affective substratum, that plays a crucial role in 

determining the way in which the relationship between field and home cultures plays out. It 

strongly influences what a missionary notices and fails to notice concerning the host culture and 

provides an equally crucial interpretive framework for understanding and making judgments 

about what is noticed. That system also helps to determine how the missionaries feel about  what 

they notice. As the term "system of doctrines and meanings" itself suggests, missionary thought 

contains both conscious (theological) and semi-conscious or unconscious (ideological) 

components that, when taken together, comprise an ordered system of cognition. By their very 

nature, missionary records tend to reveal that system in terms of events, policies, decisions, and 

attitudes rather than in formal statements of doctrines and principles. The student has to read 

through the historical record to the system, in and of itself a difficult task unless one has access 

to formal statements of the missionaries' system of doctrines and meanings from other sources. 

The Laos Mission and the Princeton Theology provide a fascinating case in point.  

 On the field, the Laos Mission carried out its mission in the midst of northern Thai 

culture, while it maintained a vital link with the central Thai state culture and its power center in 

Bangkok. Commentators have long noted that the mission took an essentially negative  attitude 

towards northern Thai culture, especially towards its religion and its ceremonial practices. It 

consciously attempted to preserve the Western character of the Christian faith that it preached, 

and it required that its converts publicly renounce their former religious allegiance and 

permanently sever relationships and activities based on Buddhism and animism. This stance, as 

we have seen, exerted an immense influence on the history of the mission between 1867 and 

1880. It precipitated major crises in 1869 and 1878. In 1869, the mission defied the Prince of 

Chiang Mai, Chao Kawilorot, by instructing its converts to refuse to work on Sundays. In 1878, 

it disputed the manner in which northern Thai society legalized marriages through the payment 

of a "spirit fee." The mission called on its system of doctrines and meanings in both instances to 

determine crucial matters of policy. It also usually spurned the advice of its own converts on 

how best to proceed with the evangelization of the region, advice tha t reflected an indigenous 

perspective and that, if taken, might have reduced tensions between the mission and northern 

Thai society. The missionaries, again, drew on their system of meanings and doctrines to dismiss 

the convert's "local wisdom," because that wisdom seemingly violated what the missionaries 

took to be the fundamental tenets of the Christian faith. More largely, the Laos Mission's system 

of doctrines and meanings virtually programmed a "scholastic approach" that characterized its 

evangelistic, medical, and educational activities throughout the mission's pioneer era.  

 Scholars have argued, in light of the Laos Mission's denial of northern Thai culture and 

religion, that the Laos Mission misunderstood Buddhism and improperly communicated the 

Christian message. In one sense, these arguments point to the important insight that the mission 

viewed Buddhism and communicated with the people of northern Siam from within a closed 

system of doctrines and meanings that disparaged the self -understanding of northern Thai 

Buddhists themselves. For those who do not share in a narrowly constructed, Old School 

Presbyterian system of doctrines and meanings, the Laos Mission certainly appears to have 

misunderstood the religion of northern Siam and improperly communi cated the Christian 



message to the northern Thai people. From within the mission's own doctrinal and ideological 

system of thought, however, it did not misunderstand Buddhism. It delivered its message to the 

people in an appropriate manner. It is at this point that the Princeton Theology sheds important 

light on our understanding of missionary behavior in northern Siam up to 1880. It brings us face 

to face with the Old School Presbyterian missionaries' own cultural and religious experience, an 

experience that wove the strands of Reformed confessionalism, Common Sense Realism, 

evangelical piety, and a touch of romanticism into a single, if complex, system of thought. The 

historical record does not reveal precisely and clearly the degree to which the Princeton  

Theology directly influenced the thinking and work of the Laos Mission. The biographical data 

presented in Chapter Two, however, makes it likely that Princeton did exercise at least some 

influence on Daniel McGilvary and Jonathan Wilson, the two key leaders of the mission before 

1880. That record also indicates that the theological stance of other pioneer members on the 

mission, as far as we can reconstruct it, did not differ markedly from Princeton. I t was like 

Princeton, if not Princetonian. Dr. Charles Vrooman was the exception that proves the rule.  

 From a nineteenth-century, orthodox American evangelical perspective, the pioneer 

members of the Laos Mission conducted themselves in an exemplary manne r-from, it must be 

repeated, that perspective. It was the perspective articulated by the Old School Presbyterian 

theologians at Princeton Seminary. The Princetonian circle comprised a group of highly educated 

thinkers, men well versed in the history of Wes tern thought and widely respected for their 

intellectual skills and breadth of learning. By the standards of their day and nation, they were 

also moderates who had a profound respect for scientific thought and resisted the supposed 

excesses of popular American religious enthusiasm just as much as they dismissed the supposed 

excesses of German philosophical skepticism. The Presbyterian practice of missions in northern 

Siam and missionary theological expression conformed closely to the doctrines of these 

moderate, articulate, and influential theologians. If we could step back in time and if we 

accepted as our own a theological system similar to Princeton's, we would surely feel that 

McGilvary and his colleagues were doing as well as could be expected under unu sually trying 

circumstances. Arthur J. Brown, one of the most highly respected figures in the history of 

American Presbyterian missions, considered McGilvary to be "one of the great missionaries of 

the Church Universal." After summarizing McGilvary's leadi ng role in the formation and conduct 

of the Laos Mission, Brown writes, "He was a Christian gentleman of the highest type, a man of 

cultivation and refinement, of ability and scholarship, of broad vision and constructive 

leadership."[1] This is the praise of a skilled mission administrator for one of his most skillful 

colleagues working out in the field. One might take the early members of the Laos Mission to 

task for particular failures, but in terms of their own system of meanings and doctrines, it is hard 

to find fault with the general direction and policies  of the mission in its pioneer era.  

 If, however, we step beyond the carefully circumscribed confines of the mission's 

Princeton-like system of doctrines and meanings a different picture quickly manifests itself. The 

critics described in the Introduction have a strong case, one rooted in the fact that down to this 

day northern Thai Protestants remain religious strangers in their own villages and even extended 

families.[2] Protestant churches offer a message that only a tiny proportion of northern Thais 

find interesting, let alone meaningful. Given the manner by which the Laos Mission founded the 

northern Thai church, one finds it  hardly surprising that northern Thai Protestantism has made 

only very modest headway since 1867, making its greatest impact in terms of modernization 

rather than evangelization.  

 The problem does not seem to have been with the Christian message as such. F or whatever 

reasons, the message concerning Jesus Christ struck a responsive cord in many northern Thais -or 

so, as we have seen, Daniel McGilvary firmly believed. The facts that the Laos Mission gained 

its first converts fairly quickly, that in 1869 it was  preparing for a people's movement, and that 
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Chao Kawilorot felt constrained to use violence to snuff out the new religion all support the 

impression that the people of Chiang Mai did show a serious interest in Christianity. Under other 

circumstances, many of them might  (there is no way of knowing with certainty, of course) have 

converted to the new religion. The problem potential converts faced was that as things stood they 

had to refuse much more of traditional northern Thai religious and cultural life th an the great, 

great majority of them were willing to reject in order to convert. If they wanted to become 

Christians, that is, they had to cross a sharply delineated Western -style boundary, sometimes at 

no little personal risk. Princeton and the Laos Missi on both demanded such a conversion, as we 

saw in Chapter Five. Several early converts and potential converts, as we also saw, desired a 

more Southeast Asian conception of religious boundaries, by which  conversion might be seen-in 

a less confrontational way-as a journey across loosely drawn spheres of power and influence.  

 Presbyterian missionary Christianity in northern Siam built itself, we can only conclude, 

on rejection as much as it did on affirmation. In a paper he sent to Davidson College, North 

Carolina, McGilvary explained that those who were discouraged by the small statistical results in 

new missions forgot that,  

There is a double process to be carried on, a double work to be accomplished -just as 

if we were to be required to rear an edifice on the grounds occupied by some 

ancient stronghold, some fortress or palace, which must be rased to the very 

foundations before the new superstructure can be reared. 'Hath a nation changed its 

gods?' Yet, difficult as this is, it is the first thing to be done; it is what we demand 

of the heathen as an indispensable prerequisite towards embracing the gospel. Many 

of them would love to combine the two-to lift up the hand and offer a flower to the 

name of Jesus and Buddha-as many in Christian lands would combine the service of 

God and mammon.[3] 

With these words, McGilvary explicitly rebuffed a Southeast Asian understanding of conversion. 

Converts had to change their gods, which in the northern Thai context meant discarding vast 

chunks of family, social, and cultural life. Chao Kawilorot took the missionary understanding of 

conversion to mean nothing less than rebellion against the authority of the state, which authority 

rested in him personally. The Laos Mission never ceased to expect its converts to divorce 

themselves from much of their cultural and social heritage. Writing at the turn of the century, 

Lillian Curtis, formerly of the Lampang Station, unfavorably compared Buddhism's conquest of 

northern Siam many centuries earlier with the arrival of Protestant missions on the scene in the 

1860s. She acknowledged Buddhism's success. It came, however, at too high a price, because 

Buddhism had so adapted itself to northern Thai "superstitions" that it had lost its power to 

transform the people.[4] 

 What captures one's attention in the records of the Laos Mission, however, is not the bare 

fact that it demanded that converts make a complete break with northern Thai Buddhism and 

animism plus a partial break with northern Thai culture. What st ands out in those records is the 

fact that the pioneer members of the mission never doubted the necessity of making that break. 

They consistently rejected the possibility of compromise in matters of religious faith. They 

failed to listen to the views of the converts about the way one should convert in Chiang Mai -or 

how one might adapt traditional medical rites to Christian medical needs. Their self -assurance in 

these matters is striking. There is not the slightest trace of a doubt in their writings that the y 

should demand an absolute, abrupt conversion. They never questioned the appropriateness of 

using Presbyterian ecclesiastical structures and forms in the northern Thai context.  

 Apart from the Princeton Theology, we might simply brand the missionaries as "stubborn" 

or consider them to have been incredibly "ignorant." In light of Princeton and in all fairness, 
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they were neither stubborn nor ignorant. Their approach and attitudes were based on an 

Enlightenment epistemology integrated with Reformed confession alism. That epistemology 

affirmed the essential unity of all of humanity. It gave the missionaries a sense of assurance that 

they could know reality, divine as well as natural, as it is. They could know God and God's will 

for them. Enlightenment epistemology also assured them that the great majority of humanity, on 

one level, and the vast majority of orthodox Christians, on another level, agreed with their views 

concerning God and the world. Presbyterian Princeton shared all of this with the Presbyterian 

Laos Mission, and it is through the lens of the Princeton Theology that we come to appreciate 

how fully the missionaries accepted a commonsensical and confessional epistemology. They took 

their own personal beliefs and views to be nothing more or less than a  matter of faith in God and 

good common sense. 

 We must emphasize repeatedly that the Laos Mission's Enlightenment and Reformed 

epistemology assured its pioneer members that the northern Thai were essentially like 

Americans, having the same religious needs  and the same fundamental consciousness. It was 

neither arrogant nor a mark of ignorance to use American methods and apply Old School 

Presbyterian attitudes in Chiang Mai. It was wise-and necessary. It was not, then, merely that the 

missionaries did not listen to the views of their converts or that they failed to adapt their 

message to the northern Thai context. Within the constraints of their system of doctrines and 

meanings and their Reformed-Common Sense epistemology, they could not listen. They could 

not contextualize. Equally important, they were entirely confident that they should not attempt to 

adapt the Christian faith to a heathen context. The result could only be, for them, the 

"heathenization" of the Christian faith, a tragedy to be avoided at any  cost. 

 Standing outside of the Laos Mission's inherited system of doctrines and meanings, we 

cannot help but sense the ideological and consequent behavioral constraints that system placed 

on the early members of the mission. It provided them, as we saw in  Chapter Three, with sets of 

absolute principles, again supposedly grounded both in "the truth" of Christian doctrine, the 

Bible, and human consciousness. It then assured them that they alone knew the true truth and had 

true knowledge of God. They also believed that the Holy Spirit confirmed the truth of the 

mission's system of doctrines, as did the common beliefs and consciousness of common people 

throughout history and across the boundaries of cultures and nations. Most importantly, the Laos 

Mission's system of doctrines and meanings assured its members that they could truly know 

God's will for them and, consequently, the proper way to carry out the evangelization of northern 

Siam. This is the point at which their theological beliefs became an ideology. The assumption 

that they could unerringly know how to conduct themselves lay quietly embedded in their whole 

system of thinking, always assuring them of the ultimate correctness of their views and action s. 

It lay beyond the possibility of critical analysis. Given their dualistic views of heathenism and 

their confidence in the truth of their own beliefs, it was simply impossible that the pioneer 

members of the Laos Mission would consider adapting the Chris tian faith to the northern Thai 

context. They could not contextualize. As far as they could see, the Christian message 

represented timeless truth that stood beyond culture and context.  

 To make the flat, unadorned assertion that the pioneer members of the Laos Mission 

"could not contextualize," would appear to be an overstatement of the case since we cannot know 

that events might not have taken a different course than they did. Still, the experience of another 

ideological movement in Thailand, the Communist  insurgency of the 1960s and 1970s, lends 

some credence to that bold, bald assertion. Tom Marks'  Making Revolution  seeks to understand, 

among other things, why the Thai government in the 1960s and 1970s was able to "beat the 

Communists," a feat not everyone at the time thought was possible. The reason for the failure of 

the Communist revolution in Thailand, according to Marks, is clear. Thai Communism wedded 

its revolutionary aspirations to what he describes as a rigid, ideologically driven form of 
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Maoism, which the insurgents failed to adapt to changing circumstances in Thailand. The Thai 

government, although subject to its own internal dissensions, sufficiently adjusted itself to the 

conditions it faced to defeat the insurgents.[5] The government took, that is, a pragmatic, 

contextual rather than an ideological, anti -contextual approach to its conflict with Communism 

and succeeded, while the insurgents acted ideologically, rather than pragmati cally, and failed. 

 The situations facing the Laos Mission in the nineteenth century and that facing Thai 

Communism in the twentieth were, obviously, quite different. The two revolutionary movements 

were themselves also quite different, the one comprising radical leftists dedicated to the violent 

overthrow of the existing system and the other moderately conservative pacifists who desired the 

overthrow of only parts of the existing system. Still, they shared a dependence on ideology that 

constrained them both tactically and strategically to the ultimate frustration of their central 

goals. Given the anti-contextual approach of each, their failures do seem inevitable -on hindsight. 

 Linda Tuhiwai Smith's Decolonizing Methodologies  adds further texture to the perception 

that the ideological nature of the Laos Mission's system of doctrines and meanings ultimately 

frustrated its drive to Christianize northern Siam. Smith claims that, historically, much of 

Western knowledge about non-Western peoples has amounted to "imperial knowledge," which is 

self-serving, self-involved, and takes European realities as the bench marks for defining the non -

European world. Imperial knowledge, furthermore, circumscribes indigenous peoples and their 

life ways with a set of pre-fabricated categories that provides the knower with an unwarranted 

confidence in what she or he "knows" about those peoples.[ 6] Smith's concept of "imperial 

knowledge" may be commonplace in the sense that most people most of the time tend to fit their 

knowledge of others into a preconceived framework, but it still reminds us that on the mission 

field the Laos Mission's nineteenth-century system of meanings and doctrines functioned as 

imperial knowledge. That system placed the northern Thai into a pre -assembled framework of 

categories summarized by the concept of "heathenism". Its Enlightenment epistemology, in 

combination with its Reformed theology, then guaranteed the mi ssionaries that their 

understanding of the heathen was valid, universal, and timeless truth.  

 In the northern Thai context, then, the Laos Mission's system of doctrines and meanings 

amounted to an alien ideology grounded in an imperial, self -fulfilling epistemology. Reinhold 

Niebuhr's, The Nature and Destiny of Man , summarizes the consequences of this imperial 

ideology with a stark clarity. In the course of his arguments, Niebuhr devotes considerable 

attention to intellectual pride, writing, "All human knowledge is tainted with an 'ideological' 

taint. It pretends to be truer than it is. It is finite knowledge, gained from a particular 

perspective; but it pretends to be final and ultimate knowledge." He continues, "Intellectual 

pride is thus the pride of reason which forgets that it is involved in a temporal process and 

imagines itself in complete transcendence over history."[ 7] He claims that intellectual pride 

manifests itself as a desire to dominate others, a will to power that reflects a sense of fear or 

insecurity in the face of humanity's limited, conditioned situation.[ 8] 

 The system of meanings and doctrines that the Laos Mission shared with Princeton 

Seminary betrays all of the epistemological marks of Niebuhr's description of the sin of 

intellectual pride. It was, to state the matter once more, a closed system hugely confident in its 

ability to know reality, know the truth, and know God. It led the missionaries to behave towards 

the people, religion, and culture of northern Siam in a manner that can only be termed arrogant, 

when viewed from outside of that system itself. They generally shut their ears to any voice that 

did not speak with the peculiar accents of Old School Presbyterianism, a Scottish -Genevan 

dialect set to a New Jersey brogue. McGilvary praised Nan Inta when he sounded like a Baconian 

(regarding the eclipse of 1869) and ignored his advice and wishes when he sou nded like a 

northern Thai (concerning his desire to be an "unofficial" convert). Niebuhr's analysis points to 
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the conclusion that the Laos Mission fell victim to its own system of meanings and doctrines, 

placing in that system more trust than was warranted  and allowing it more authority than was 

wise. The pioneer members of the Laos Mission, if Niebuhr is correct, fell victim to the reified 

meanings of the terms they applied to the northern Thai such as "heathen," "benighted," 

"godless," "devil worshippers," and "superstitious". They fully believed, without question, that 

God concurred in those judgments, a belief that froze their Reformed -Englighted-Evangelical 

and thoroughly American Good News into forms and contents that were not Good News to the 

vast majority of northern Thais.  

 We conclude, then, that, first, the pioneer members of the Laos Mission conducted 

themselves in light of a system of doctrines and meanings that they brought with them from the 

United States. Second, that system combined the marks  of an overt, self-conscious theology and 

a covert, semi-conscious ideology and demonstrates strong affinities with the Princeton 

Theology. Third and finally, the affinities and parallels between Chiang Mai and Princeton 

provide us with a valuable tool for  understanding why the first generation of Presbyterian 

missionaries to northern Siam thought and behaved as they did.  

 It is one of those ironic twists of history that the very theological and epistemological 

traits that so aptly fitted the Princeton combination of Reformed theological exclusivism and 

Enlightenment epistemological self-assurance to the nineteenth-century American context 

prevented the Laos Mission from similarly fitting its message and means to the northern Thai 

context. The Laos Mission's  Princeton-like system of doctrines and meanings introduced a 

central tension into the life of the northern Thai church, a tension between its Christian identity 

and its northern Thai cultural heritage. Where the mission's system of religious doctrines and  

cultural meanings complimented each other, it is almost as if the northern Thai church's religious 

meanings are at war with its cultural meanings. Like water and oil, they seem unable to form a 

single solution. The northern Thai church, subsequently, has found it incredibly difficult to 

resolve the tension between loving God, who commands exclusive allegiance, and loving its 

neighbors, who demand a communal loyalty that seems to violate that allegiance. That, however, 

is another story, the one that comes after 1880. This study is about what came before the irony 

and led to it-what one might call the "prelude to irony."  
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Appendix I 

Text of the Edict of Religious Toleration  

"PROCLAMATION OF RELIGIOUS TOLERANCE FOR THE LAOS”  

 "I, Phyo Tape Phrai Chune, the royal representative of His Majesty, the supreme King of 

Siam, at Chiengmai, and also for the Laos States and cities of Lakawn and Lampang, do hereby 

make a proclamation to the princes and rulers and officers of various grades, and the common 

people, in the States and cities named, that His Majesty, the King of Siam was graciously 

pleased to send a royal letter, with the royal seal, to the effect that D. E. Sickles, Esq., the 

United States Consul, has communicated to His Excellence, the Foreign Minister of Siam, a 

complaint signed by Rev. D. McGilvary and Dr. M. A. Cheek, against certain parties for 

molesting the Christians and compelling them to observe their old religious customs. The 

Foreign Minister has laid the subject before His Majesty, who had most g raciously listened to the 

said complaint, and had given the following royal command in reference to the same:  

 "That as religious and civil duties do not conflict, any religion that is seen to be true may 

be embraced by any person without constraint; that the responsibility of a correct or a wrong 

decision rests with the individuals making it; that there is nothing in the foreign treaty, nor in 

the laws and customs of Siam to throw any restriction on the religious worship of any. To be 

more specific; if any person or persons wish to embrace the Christian religion they are freely 

allowed to follow their own choice, and this proclamation is designed from this time forth to 

remove any fear that may have existed to the contrary. It is, moreover, strictly enjoine d on the 

princes and rulers, and the relatives and friends of those who may wish to embrace the Christian 

religion, that they throw no obstacles in the way, and that no creed be enforced on the 

Christians, nor work demanded of them which their religion forbids them to hold or to do, such 

as the worship and feasting of demons or departed spirits, and working on the Sabbath day. 

Except in cases of war and other unavoidable or necessary work, and not  feigned  as such, they 

are to have the free observance of the  Sabbath. No obstacle is to be thrown in the way of 

American citizens employing any persons needed for their service. The treaty in this respect 

must be observed. Whenever this  proclamation is known by the princes and rulers, and officers 

and people, they are to beware that they violate no precept contained therein.  

 "Proclamation made on the 11th of the 12th waxing moon, year of the tiger, and 11th year 

of His Majesty's reign." 

Source: "Proclamation of Religious Tolerance for the Laos,"  North Carolina Presbyterian New 

Series 12, 579 (12 February 1879): 1. For a later translation, see, McGilvary,  Half Century, 216-

17. 

  



 

Appendix II 

Map and General Tables  

Figure 1 

Map of Modern Day Thailand and Its Northern Region  

 

Table A.1 

Stations of the Laos Mission 

Station Year Founded   Station Year Founded 

Chiang Mai 1867   Phrae 1893 

Lampang 1885   Nan 1895 

Lamphun 1891   Chiang Rai 1896 

 

Note: Lamphun Station became a sub-station of Chiang Mai Station in 1897.  

 

Table A.2 

Membership Statistics the Laos Mission's Churches 1869 -1880 

Year Members   Year Members   Year Members 

1869 5   1873 4   1877 21 

1870 5   1874 4   1878 31 

1871 5   1875 4   1879 49 

1872 6   1876 9   1880 83 
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