House of theRisingSon
Alumni use their academic skills and servant hearts
to build and teach in ailand’s new Chiang Rai International Christian School
STORY BY DEANA NALL • PHOTOGRAPHY BY ADAM FERGUSON
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an wasn’t supposed to go to college.
She probably wasn’t even supposed to
graduate from high school. She was the only
English-speaking member of her hill-tribe
family in northern ailand. But a scholarship
to Chiang Rai International Christian School
changed the course of her life, and now she’s
about to graduate from an international
university in ailand.

Tew’s family is from China,
and he knew nothing about
Christianity before he came to
Chiang Rai International Christian
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School. He was supposed to have become a Buddhist monk.
Now he is a strong believer who loves to share his faith in Christ.
When Ja ﬁrst came to Chiang Rai International Christian
School, she heard the students singing and
didn’t understand what the songs were
about. “Now I know all these songs,
and I believe all these songs,”
she said.
ese are a few
snapshots of the
students who have
experienced Chiang
Rai International
Christian School

“I’ve always wanted to put education and missions together.”
– BRENT PENNINGTON
(CRICS) in Chiang Rai, ailand. When principal administrator
Brent Pennington (’93) thinks about how the school came to be,
he just shakes his head and quotes a line from Eugene Peterson’s
Christ Plays in Ten ousand Places: “e Lord makes straight
lines with crooked sticks.”
“Sometimes I don’t really know how we got into all of this,”
Pennington said. “A lot of people just came together.”
Every morning, 80 students stream through the newly built
hallways of CRICS. ey are the children of humanitarian aid
workers, doctors, lawyers, professors, Christian missionaries
and Buddhist monks. ey come to the school for an education,
and because of the small class sizes and the
emphasis on critical thinking skills, they
receive a higher-quality one than some of
the local ai schools are able to oﬀer.
But to the leaders at CRICS, teaching
is about much more than the mind.
It also is a matter of heart and soul.
“I’ve always wanted to put
education and missions together,”
Pennington said.
e past year has been an exciting
time of growth and development.
To meet requirements of the ai
government to become a licensed
school, CRICS underwent a
major building project,
completed in

December 2011. Pennington has been able to realize his dream
of mixing education and missions in a way he never could
have envisioned.
“We have been able to help build a school that allows
missions to happen, and we get to share Christ with ai
families,” he said.
Following the school’s mission to “serve the servant by
providing quality, innovative, family-oriented English Christian
education,” the CRICS faculty has sought to oﬀer education to
children of missionaries and Christian service workers.
CRICS has become a respected school in the Chiang Rai
community. While ai schools place as many as 40 students
in one class, classes at CRICS average eight students per class,
and cap each one at 15.
“e ai education system isn’t bad; it’s just overloaded,”
Pennington said. “ere’s only so much they can do.”
Another advantage the school oﬀers is its ESL program,
according to Pennington’s teammate, Dr. Troy Stuart (’98).
Asian culture currently places a lot of value on learning English
and the 30 percent of CRICS students whose native language is
something other than English have the opportunity to develop
their English skills. But the school’s ESL program is not only for
native ai speakers.
“We have developed our ESL program so families
from Malaysia, Taiwan, the Netherlands, Korea, as
well as ailand are able to send their children
to the school,” said Pennington’s wife, Julie
(Griggs ’94). “It is quite the multi-cultural
setting, with many of our students speaking
two or three languages.”
Located in the heart of the
northernmost province of the country,
Chiang Rai is the main commercial
center for the Golden Triangle
border region of ailand,
Myanmar (also known as Burma)
and Laos. Chiang Rai also has a

Brent Pennington oversaw
construction of three new
buildings on the campus of
Chiang Rai International
Christian School, although
record monsoon-generated
rains slowed the progress.
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large population of immigrants from China, so CRICS draws
a rich mix of ethnicities into its student body. As a result,
the school itself has become something of a mission ﬁeld.
About 30 percent of the students are Buddhist.
Brent is one of four ACU graduates who leads the school.
Julie worked as elementary coordinator before the adoption
of Joy, their 1-year-old daughter. Troy and his wife, Tanya
(Morris ’97), arrived in ailand with their three sons to work
at CRICS in 2010. Troy serves as director of accreditation and
curriculum while teaching Bible and history classes. Tanya
teaches third grade and works as a recruiter. Two more ACU
graduates, Eric (’95) and Rutha (Taylor ’93) Ebeling, plan to
arrive this summer with their family to work with the school.
Years before any of them dreamed of living in ailand,
the Penningtons and Ebelings knew each other as undergrads
at ACU. Later, Julie and Tanya met in the marriage and family
therapy graduate program, and Troy met Brent while Brent
was working as residence director of McKinzie Hall.
“From a relational standpoint, ACU played an important
role because of the relationship Tanya and I built with Brent and
Julie while we were in school there,” Troy said. “None of us had
any idea that we would cross paths again. I can just picture God
smiling back then thinking, ‘I know the plans I have for you.’
One of the important roles a university like ACU plays in
God’s kingdom is building connections among servants.”
As Abilene Christian students, the Penningtons met others
who would ultimately inspire them to go overseas.

“At ACU, you encounter diﬀerent people who are doing
great things all over the world,” Brent said.
While a student at ACU, Brent met Drs. Kelly Hamby, Jeﬀ
Haseltine and Ted Presley (’68) – all of whom had spent time in
diﬀerent cultures around the world. Dr. Chris Flanders (’89), now
an associate professor of missions at ACU, also inﬂuenced Brent
to develop a heart for other cultures.
“When I was a sophomore, Chris was leading small groups
of ‘World Christians’ who encouraged young ACU students to
consider what adventures God might have for them in Asian
countries,” Brent said.
Dr. William Rankin, ACU director of educational innovation
and associate professor of English, inspired Brent to major in
English and, ultimately, teach English.
“He knows what it means to love students by educating
with excellence and passion,” Brent said. “I will never forget
those days when it was such a joy to walk into his Major
British Writers class.”
Brent began spending his summers in St. Louis doing
internships with missions pioneer Stanley Shipp (’46). During
his semesters at Abilene Christian, Brent became involved in
Bible studies for international students, and he and Julie spent
time with Larry Henderson (’74), who teaches missions at ACU.
In 1996, Brent and Julie made a trip to ailand to visit Brent’s
brother Russ (’90), who served as missionary there for 16 years.
“All of that planted the seeds of having a deep desire for
doing work overseas,” Brent said.

Tanya (Morris) Stuart
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ese seeds also were planted in Julie, who describes
herself as not having much of a worldview when she was a
freshman at ACU.
“I wondered why many of my friends were taking the
World Christians class and hanging out with international
students,” she said. “God had put the nations pretty deeply
into Brent at an early age, so as I understood more what loving
and marrying Brent might involve for our lives, it felt a bit
overwhelming at times. As I grew through that, ACU was a safe
and healthy place to develop, learn and prepare for the future
during an impressionable stage of life.”
While the Penningtons and Stuarts were ﬁnishing their
graduate degrees in 1997, a small group of missionaries
on the other side of the globe in Chiang Rai was forming a
homeschooling co-op for
their own children.
Opened as the Family
Learning Center that
November, the school
spent its early years
Dr. Troy Stuart
meeting in a warehouse
before moving to a teak
house and a church
before occupying an old
hotel. By then, Brent,
Julie and their children,
Ben and Kate (they
would later adopt Jack
and Joy), had arrived
in Chiang Rai as a
missionary family and
had become involved
with the school. While
Brent worked at a local
university, Julie joined
the Family Learning
Center school board
as it was faced with a
signiﬁcant decision.
ai families were
expressing interest in
enrolling their children
in the Family Learning
Center. e school could
either keep turning them
away or cease operation as a home school co-op to pursue the
international school registration process under the ai Ministry
of Education. After much prayer and exploring both options, the
school board decided to become a licensed international school.
e school had to meet a long list of requirements, including
developing its own curriculum, recruiting teachers in a more
formal manner and buying land and constructing facilities to
government standards.
“God truly gave us favor here with the minister of
education for our area and many others around the world,
really, as we plowed through reﬁning our curriculum, raising
funds from donors all over the place and working as a uniﬁed
team,” Julie said.
Brent had become the school’s principal administrator,
and the expensive building project was daunting. But donations
began to trickle in, and the school eventually collected the
$700,000 needed for the three buildings of the project’s
ﬁrst phase.
“ree years ago, we were wondering how a small
missionary community could raise $120,000 to buy an

11-acre plot of land,” Brent said. “It’s clear that God has
moved this whole thing along.”
In fact, the entire licensing process came together as
everyone in the school community contributed their time,
energy and resources.
“It has truly been a faith-building process to watch God
bring the right people at the right time for the tasks we needed
and the funds that we have needed,” Julie said. “God has truly
multiplied the ﬁshes and loaves before our eyes as we prayed for
provision for certain needs.”
e new campus opened in January, and the school is
now licensed as a fully recognized international school.
e new facility features a room named after Julie’s parents,
Dr. Jack (’64) and Ann (Faubus ’65) Griggs.
A group of families
gathered donations and
planned the room’s
dedication, with which
the school community
surprised the Griggses
when they visited
Chiang Rai last year.
“It was one of those
moments where our
two worlds met – dear
friends and family in
the states with our
friends and work
here in Chiang Rai,”
Julie said.
At CRICS,
students from a
variety of backgrounds
come together in an
environment in which
Christian teachers
foster thinking and
learning. To Brent, this
is the “life” that makes
the school unique
and attractive.
“Many CRICS
students are hearing
about Jesus for the
ﬁrst time, and their
Buddhist families tend to be open to this Christian family
environment as they see the joy and encouragement for their
student in the classroom,” he said. “Ultimately, many students
choose to believe in Christ, and others internalize Christ’s ideas
and take this with them into their future settings.”
Many of the school’s parents work in humanitarian aid
eﬀorts, including community development with hilltribe people
groups; church planting among unreached people groups in
Laos, Burma and Southern China; children’s homes for kids
who are HIV-positive; ministries working with at-risk girls;
orphanages; and peace eﬀorts in Myanmar.
“Parents regularly tell us they wouldn’t be able to do what
God has called them to do in this area if the school wasn’t here
providing a way for their children’s education,” Julie said.
It’s no secret that CRICS students are developing servant
hearts. When last year’s monsoon season brought devastating
ﬂoods to ailand, members of this year’s senior class decided
to use their senior-trip money to help victims.
“is is a small class with some students in it who do
not come from Christian homes,” Troy said. “As a class,
AC U TO D AY

䊱

Winter 2012

55

Julie (Griggs) Pennington

56

Winter 2012

䊱

AC U TO D AY

“Parents regularly tell us they wouldn’t
be able to do what God has called
them to do in this area if the school
wasn’t here providing a way for their
children’s education.”
– JULIE (GRIGGS) PENNINGTON
they have embraced the call to love our neighbor and to show
people the love of Christ through serving the community.”
Although CRICS is on the other side of the globe from
Abilene, relationships the Penningtons and Stuarts formed
through ACU continue to help the school grow.
“I’m amazed at how much of our support, both ﬁnancial
support as well as prayer and encouragement, comes from
people we connected with while at ACU,” Brent said.
“ACU is very instrumental in our work here because of those
relationships that were in place long before we got here.
at’s an encouraging part of what ACU means to us.”
CRICS is always in need of help, especially in the classroom.
Teacher assistants do not need to have a degree, and while
teachers must have a bachelor’s degree in any major, they do not
need to be certiﬁed to begin teaching, Tanya said. Teachers with
bachelor’s degrees can become certiﬁed to teach through the
Association of Christian Schools International.
“All ages are welcome!” Tanya said. “Young people come to
assist, recent college grads come to work with us for their ﬁrst
full year of teaching, families such as ours move here, and
retired teachers devote time to help us.”
In November, when construction on the new CRICS
building was complete enough for the students and teachers to
move in, they marked the occasion by marching from the old
campus to the new one – led by the high school worship team
singing praise songs. e community pitched in to help with the
move. e students at CRICS spend a week on a community
service project every year, and this year’s project was moving
to their new school. On the day of the march, Brent reminded
the students of another people who, long ago, moved to a land
with gardens they did not plow and vineyards they did not
plant. He led the students in reading the Psalms of Ascent,
and he urged them to always remember
this signiﬁcant day in the school’s history.
“It’s not so much that I think we have
done something great,” Brent said. “But
that I believe in what God is doing here.”
As Julie teaches, administrates and
parents four children in a part of the world
she never imagined she would call home,
she continues to be at amazed at the way
God has worked in Chiang Rai.
“is is the Lord at work in our small
corner of the world,” she said. “I love the
ripple eﬀect of how he uses one person to
aﬀect so many lives in a lifetime. I see that as
what God is doing with our students – those
who are living in Christian families, as well
as those courageous ones who are the ﬁrst
believers in their families. It’s amazing to
think how God is and will continue using
these students. It’s fun to dream about
everything the Lord will do next through the people here.”
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