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Visiting the Mae Rah Moe (Mae La Ma Luang) and Mae La Oon Refugee Camps 
January 1 – 5, 2010 

 
Introduction  

 
A great celebration is held at the beginning of each year at the Mae Rah Moe Refugee Camp in northern 
Thailand, near the border with Burma.  Last fall, Duane Binkley of ABC International Ministries, was 
planning a mission trip to include attendance at this year’s event as well as visits at other refugee camps.  
As I was making my reservations to participate, I learned that Duane was experiencing serious health 
concerns (which later resulted in surgery) and had to cancel the trip.  Later, however, he informed me that a 
group had already purchased their tickets and were planning to go ahead with the trip, working with a 
Baptist missionary organization in Thailand.  He suggested that I contact them if I was still interested in 
visiting the camps.  I was indeed still interested and I contacted the group, whose members graciously 
invited me to join them, though I would only be with them for about the first half of their trip.   
 
I arrived in Chiang Mai, Thailand, on Wednesday morning, December 30th, and met my traveling 
companions there—three laywomen and a young pastor. (Sadly, a Karen pastor who had come to the US as 
a refugee was not allowed to board the plane to Seoul, since he did not have the visa that he needed.)  We 
spent that day visiting the offices of the Thai Karen Baptist Convention and other agencies in Chiang Mai, 
and getting ready for our trip to the camps.  We drove from Chiang Mai to the town of Mae Sariang on 
December 31st.  Once there, we visited the Center for the Development of Persons with Disabilities and had 
dinner there with leaders of a local church.  Before returning to our hotel for the evening, we visited Rev. 
Robert Htway at the offices of the Karen Refugee Camp Committee.  (He is both the pastor of the Baptist 
church at the Mae Rah Moe camp and the director of the Committee which oversees all of the camps.)  
Later, at the hotel, we divided the various items we had brought to distribute at the four camps that the 
Spokane group would be visiting: clothing and staple food items (gifts from the women’s church) and 
school supplies, sports equipment, and vitamins (gifts from my church).  As we each went to our rooms, we 
heard the sounds of New Years Eve around us. 
 

Mae Rah Moe Refugee Camp 
 
We waited at our hotel on Friday, January 1st, for the drivers who would take members of our group to the 
Mae Rah Moe Camp, but they did not come for quite a while after the appointed hour.  Only later did we 
realize that it was New Year’s Day and they were attending a special worship service to commemorate the 
day.  When they did come, they drove us first to a nearby church where we gathered with local people who 
would also be driving to Mae Rah Moe for the celebration.  After traveling on twisting, deeply rutted, dirt 
roads for a few hours we arrived at the camp in mid-afternoon and rested at the home of a family just inside 
the barrier.  Then we were escorted to Pastor Robert’s guest house where we would be staying.    
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After dinner, we walked to the church for a talent show.  The walk took us back and forth across the stream 
running through the camp, over two wooden foot-bridges.  The church consisted of a raised platform with 
bamboo flooring, and a massive straw-covered area, each with a plastic covering supported by wooden 
posts.  (At one point, a choir of over 100 people stood on the platform, and I estimated that 3,000 to 4,000 
people were seated close together in the straw-covered area.)  The talent show consisted of a number of 
lively musical presentations.  We were later told that the performers were well-known entertainers. 
 

   
 
On Saturday morning after breakfast, we began a walk from the guest house of about half an hour along the 
stream, in the opposite direction from the church, to where the stream joined a river.  A crowd probably 
consisting of about 2,000 people gathered on the shore for the baptism of 456 candidates. 

   
 
Pastor Robert had arranged for 41 pastors to do the baptizing, representing a number of countries that 
would be receiving refugees from camps in Thailand.  Posts along the shore bore numbers from 1 through 
41.  I was assigned to group #38, between a native Thai pastor (#39) and a missionary pastor from Sweden 
(#37).  Pastor #36 was a missionary of the Japan Baptist Union who teaches at the Karen Baptist Siloam 
Bible Institute in Chiang Mai.  
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A long boat in the middle of the river parallel to the shore contained five elder Karen pastors.  They stood 
in the boat and took turns saying the baptismal formula in Karen, signaling the 41 pastors to baptize each 
set of candidates synchronously.  After 11 sets of baptisms, the remaining candidates were baptized by the 
pastors at the beginning of the line.  The baptisms proceeded very efficiently, but they were very moving 
nonetheless.  
 
(NOTE: On Duane/Marcia Binkley’s “Karen Konnection” website at www.karenkonnection.org, you can 
view a 4-minute video of these baptisms of 456 Karen refugees by using the “Click here to see videos and 
audio recordings of Karen events, sermons, and choirs” link on the right side of the website homepage. )   
 

   
 
In the afternoon, the 41 pastors gathered at the church to sign certificates for the individuals we had each 
baptized.  When they arrived, they gathered as groups and we each presented our group with their 
certificates and three books in the Karen language: a Bible, a hymnal, and a Bible story book.  
 

   
 
In the evening, we returned to the church as a choir competition took place before a full house.  Each choir 
sang the same number as a panel of judges rated them with respect to specific criteria (pitch, timing, 
harmony, clarity, etc.).   

 
On Sunday morning, January 3rd, we gathered again at the church for worship.  All visitors were invited to 
sit on the stage, and each of us was given the opportunity to introduce ourselves.  The program for the 
morning featured words of encouragement from one member of each group.  One of the women spoke on 
behalf of our group.  Worship ended about noon, at which time the pastors regrouped in preparation for a 
separate service of communion.  All of the pastors assisted in serving the bread and the cup to the large 
congregation, another very moving experience.  As there were not enough communion cups for everyone 
present, we returned the empty trays to a table behind the platform for washing and refilling.   
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After dinner at the guest house, I met with two couples who were to be married in a double wedding service 
the following day at the Bible school in the camp.  One of the  husbands-to-be had located our group the 
day before, told us that Duane Binkley had been scheduled to speak at the wedding, and asked if one of us 
would speak in his place.  The young pastor in our group had deferred to me in this matter, and I had asked 
to meet with both couples on Sunday.  We met briefly in the house next to the guesthouse and introduced 
ourselves to each other. We talked about the wedding service and the message that they asked me to give 
and had a pleasant time together.   

 
Later that evening, a group of Internally Displaced Persons arrived at the guest house.  The group consisted 
of about 20 young people and their teachers, who also seemed quite young.  After consulting with Pastor 
Robert concerning the needs of the Mae Rah Moe camp, the ladies from Spokane suggested that we give 
our gifts for that camp to this group instead.  This seemed entirely appropriate, given their greater needs, so 
we reorganized the items for distribution.  The IDP group expressed their appreciation in word and in song 
and went on their way. 
 
At 7 a.m. on Monday morning, January 4th, a group of us from the guesthouse began our walk to the Bible 
school, which stood atop a hill in the camp.  Though steps were carved into and/or attached onto the 
hillside, the going was difficult because the steps were uneven and the hill was high and extremely steep.  I 
estimated that the route upward was equivalent to climbing 30 flights of stairs.  I was very happy to see the 
welcome sign at the entrance to the school at the top.  Sweaty and out of breath, I was grateful that we had 
arrived early enough to cool down before the wedding.  I was also glad I’d heeded the advice, given to me 
by someone who had previously made the climb, to carry my good clothes in my backpack.  After changing 
in one of the dormitories, I joined the wedding party and was escorted to a seat on the platform. The two 
couples and their attendants were very attractive in their Karen wedding attire.  The wedding service was 
simple, with much vocal music, especially during the public signing of the documents, which took 
considerable time.  My message, based on Colossians 3:12-17, described the various qualities with which 
we should “clothe ourselves” in relationship to one another.  It was translated line-by-line by Dr. Simon, 
principal of the large Bible school at the Mae La camp.  Following the wedding, all of the guests were 
invited to an excellent reception dinner. 
 

Mae La Oon and return to Mae Sariang 
 
After the wedding, we all climbed down the hill and got ready to leave Mae Rah Moe.   Drivers had been 
arranged for our group of five to be transported to the Mae La Oon camp, not far away.  At Mae La Oon, 
we were taken to the headquarters building where we met the person in charge of the camp and top 
members of his staff.  After introductions all around, we delivered our gifts for this camp.  We then were 
escorted on foot to the camp’s hospital.  From the top of the stairs off the main road, the outpatient 
department was to our left and the inpatient department to our right.  We walked through the inpatient area 
and saw the separate wards for men and women, neither of which had many patients when we were there.  
Our stay at Mae La Oon was brief, and we soon headed back for the town of Mae Sariang.  On the way, we 
stopped at what seemed to be a tourist town (Mae Sam Laep) on the Salween River that separates Thailand 
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from Burma at that point.  We saw Burmese soldiers on the other side.  We arrived at Mae Sariang in time 
for dinner. 
 
On Tuesday, January 5th, most members of our group returned to the Center for the Development of 
Persons with Disabilities, as we were eager to see the facility with children present and also to purchase 
some items made by the students.  In one classroom, the students sang “Che Sará, Sará.”  We enjoyed our 
time with them and also observed teachers helping young children in the physical therapy room.  After 
we’d all made some purchases, Saylo, the director of the CDPD, took me back to the hotel to get my bags 
and then to the bus station.  (Everything was nearby as Mae Sariang is a small town.)  Saylo had learned 
about my anxieties with respect to this connection from her sister Joy, the Chief Operating Offering of the 
Thailand Missionary Baptist Fellowship, who had been with us in Mae Rah Moe.  The day before we 
arrived back in Mae Sariang, Saylo had purchased a ticket for me on the air-conditioned mini-van to 
Chiang Mai.  The trip proved to be the most comfortable and easy connection of my entire time in 
Thailand.  When I arrived at the station in Chiang Mai, my new missionary friend from Japan was there 
waiting for me. 
 
 


