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Journal of My Trip to Northern Thailand 
March 23-April 10, 2009 

 
Bruce A. McDowell 

 
My trip to Thailand was at 
the invitation of Boonchu 
Pongdamrongsap. About two 
and one half years ago he had 
been in Philadelphia where 
he served as an intern with 
me at Tenth Presbyterian 
Church. He came to study at 
Westminster Seminary, but 
his English level was still not 
good enough, so he studied 
intensive English at Temple 
University. But his funding to 
study ran out, so he returned 
to Thailand. Since returning 
he married Seaporn and they 
now have a nine month old 
son named Spy. He gave his son that name because he was called a “spy” by village 
elders after 20 people from a Hmong Muslim village came to Christ and were baptized 
from Boonchu spending some months teaching literacy to the villagers and witnessing to 
them. During my travels with Boonchu we went through this village of farmers. They 
also have an adopted son primarily being raised by Seaporn’s parents named David (in 
red shirt). 
 
Boonchu has an extensive itinerant ministry among the Karen people. He visits on a 
regular basis many villages to teach, preach, encourage, and counsel. He is an evangelist, 
church planter, Bible teacher, and community developer. God has used him to bring 
practically whole villages to faith in Christ, so that about 2,000 people have professed 
faith in Christ through his ministry since returning to Thailand. He has helped many 
people with building better housing, churches, schools, and bridges; sponsored and 
recruited sponsors for young men and women to attend Bible College; and been a peace-
maker in some very difficult situations which prevented violence. 
 
March 24 I arrived at the Chiang Mai airport without difficulty, changed some 
money, and waited for my ride to the hotel previously arranged. Almost all the other 
passengers were gone, but no sight of my ride. Finally one of the policemen asked me if 
he could help me with only a couple of English words he knew. He lent me his cell phone 
and I called the hotel. The driver had gone to the domestic terminal and then left. He 
came back for me in about 20 minutes. I recognized seeing it pass by when I had just 
come out of the terminal, not realizing it was my ride. He had a paper with my name on 
it. 
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I negotiated down the price of my hotel stay by 50 baht based upon a letter I received 
from Shelagh Wynne in which she had said the price would likely be. The manager 
recognized the name on the letter. 
 
March 25 Boonchu, my host, had agreed to meet me at about noon. About 1:00 pm I 
got a call from him that he was getting his tires changed on his pick-up truck and was 
delayed. Finally he arrived to pick me up in a three-wheeled motor taxi. We went to 
lunch across from the tire shop and then to the bank to change money. He took the used 
tires with him to give away, rather then letting the shop sell them. He said they were in 
too bad shape from all the rough mountain road use to sell. The new tires were purchased 
with funds just sent from Tenth Presbyterian Church for his support. 
 
We drove up to Nan Glang village for about four hours. The last 40 minutes were on 
steep narrow mountain dirt roads. I was very glad Boonchu had just gotten new tires. 
After greeting my hosts and eating some dinner we went over to briefly greet those there 
for the conference, as it was too late for me to preach. Seventeen churches had gathered 
from the Zion District of the Karen Baptist Convention. Each church had a choir which 
sang in turn. Most of the singing was of hymns in Karen sung in four part harmony 
accapella. The conference was being held in a new large building that Boonchu had them 
build for such occasions. It had a dirt floor with benches built into the ground made of 
planks with no backs to them. 
 
At the home hosting us I met Dave Veldhorst, MTW missionary based in Bangkok and 
team leader. He had been speaking a few days before up in Northern Thailand. The MTW 
team has now partnered with Boonchu. The week before I arrived they had sponsored a 
“Living in Grace” conference to which 500 church leaders attended, when they had only 
expected 200. Some leaders were wondering how Boonchu was able to attract so many 
church leaders, while they have had meager response to conferences they had planned. 
 
I slept in a large hard bed on the second floor of a wooden house. There were shutters, 
but no screens on the windows. Being at a high elevation in the hills, it got cool in the 
evening, needing a blanket on me. 
 
March 26 After breakfast of rice, vegetables, and pork we walked up the hill to the 
conference building. In preached from 9:00 am to 12:10 pm. My first message was on the 
conference theme passage from 2 Timothy 2:14-26, “Contrasts within the Church”. It was 
a long message with translation—too long. Also it was a difficult subject, with differing 
views on its interpretation, so I think I lost some of my audience. There were 700 people 
in attendance. However, in the evening I preached on the first of the Five Solas of the 
Reformation—Scripture Alone. There were 1200 in attendance who seemed very 
interested in the message. Some were taking notes. 
 
March 27 Again I preached from 9:00 am to just past noon on “Faith Alone,” “Grace 
Alone,” and “Christ Alone.” In the evening program they thanked me by giving me a 
Karen home woven shirt, typical of what is worn by all the Karen men. As part of the 
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program, they had a talent show. They invited me to sing, so I sang a couple of verses of 
“Amazing Grace.” The MC was funny and he started singing the bass with me, even 
though he didn’t know the words. That evening I also met Peter, a British Baptist 
missionary. 
 
March 28 In the morning I bought some handicrafts from my host. Late morning left 
to Mea Ork. Arrived mid-afternoon to Seaporn’s parent’s house. Seaporn is Boonchu’s 
wife. That night I slept in a second floor bedroom where a gecko suddenly woke me up as 
it rapped and crooked in the ceiling just above my head. It made me jump up from bed 
awake, thinking someone was loudly knocking on my door. In the morning Seaporn had 
me move to the next bedroom so as not to be bothered by it. The family sees the gecko as 
a friend. They don’t eat them. And it helps protect the house by eating rats, snakes, bugs, 
and other vermin. 
 
Late afternoon Boonchu drove me over mountain roads to Mae Sa Nga, a small village of 
327 people in a small valley. After visiting with some church leaders for about half an 
hour, sharing tea, and a bit later some rice and soup, we went to have a church service. 
The chapel was almost full. We took off our shoes to enter, as usual. Two middle aged 
women professed faith in Christ after I preached on “Glory to God Alone”—the fifth 
sola. They each stood up to explain what had happened to them through hearing the good 
news. 
 
In this village everyone could hear children crying from evil spirits. When a group of 
them went to see where the crying was coming from, they could not see anything, but 
they heard it and backed out of the place. Even Boonchu has heard this crying of the 
spirits numerous times. But now nobody is afraid anymore since they have trusted in 
Christ. The crying is no longer in the village, but can still be heard sometimes outside the 
village. 
 
Five months ago three men saw next to a big rock on the hillside a large animal that 
looked like a giant pig, the size of a buffalo, with the head of a buffalo but the snout of a 
pig. They went into the village to tell the people. They returned with a gun in five 
minutes to find that the animal was gone, with no sign of its presence. No plants were 
crushed where it had been lying. They believe it to have been the presence of an evil 
spirit. 
 


