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Coming Home Royalty 2019 
 

Richard Dale Thornton 
 

1 Born May 2, 1936 seven miles north of Aspermont, Texas. 

2 Born again August, 1946 in a summer revival at the Shinnery Lake 

Missionary Baptist Church and baptized in Henry Hahn’s cow tank by his 

uncle Ray Turner. 

3 Graduated from Aspermont High School, May 14, 1954. 

4 Surrendered to preach May 16, 1954. 

5 Uncle Ray Turner had moved his family to Jacksonville so he could 

attend Jacksonville College and was pastor of the Enterprise Baptist 

Church.  Dale naturally made the decision to attend Jacksonville College 

to prepare for the ministry.   

6 What he wasn’t prepared for was preaching his first sermon.  All that 

summer his pastor invited him to preach, but he just made excuses, 

putting off the inevitable.  However, at the opening ceremonies of the 

college in September, 1954 Uncle Ray came up to Dale and said, “Dale, 

you’re preaching for us tonight.” 

7 Totally unprepared, he spent the afternoon working on a sermon – It 

lasted all of ten minutes.  Fortunately, any trace of that sermon no 

longer exists. 

8 Philip Ray Bryan, one of Dale’s new classmates, volunteered to take Dale 

out to Enterprise in his worn-out 1948 Buick Roadmaster sedan.  That 

began a lifelong friendship as they took Bible and Greek classes together 

and were roommates in their second year at JBC.   

9 During his first semester at the college, Travis Street Baptist Church was 

in a revival with Bro. E. L. Jones as the evangelist.  During one of the 

morning services, Dale surrendered his life to foreign missions – the 

question was:  Where?  And with whom?  Little did Dale know that in 

that first year he shared a Bible class with his future mother-in-law. 

10 God used Dale’s two years at Jacksonville College (1954 to 1956) to 

prepare him for his future ministry.  He remembers vividly that first year 
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at the college when the young novice preacher had the opportunity to 

preach to the Ministerial Alliance followed by a critique by Dr. W. J. 

Dorman, dean of the seminary division of the college.    Ever the 

gracious diplomat, Dr. Dorman did his best to make him feel that he had 

preached the greatest sermon in the world, and at the same time 

pointing out all its flaws. 

11 Dale was also a member of the Mission Band which gave him the 

opportunity to preach as they visited nearby churches.  They even held a 

revival at Reese where they hoped to resurrect the Reese Baptist Church 

which had closed its doors.  They also would go on Saturday mornings 

and preach on the streets of Rusk and Frankston.   

12 One of the highlights of the Mission Band’s ministry was holding services 

at the county jail at Rusk.  One of Dale’s vivid memories is of a Saturday 

night, alone in the dorm when he heard a knock on the door.  When he 

opened the door there stood one of the inmates he had preached to at 

Rusk.  Scared stiff, all he knew to do was get his Bible and share the 

gospel again.  Before the man left, he had gotten on his knees, 

confessed his sins, and accepted Jesus as his Savior.   

13 Another unexpected opportunity to serve came in his sophomore year.  

The men’s quartet couldn’t meet all the demand to accompany faculty 

in visits to the churches.  So they recruited a second and Dale had the 

privilege of singing bass in that “B-string” quartet.  

14 An activity that Dale enjoyed very much was intramural flag football.  His 

team won the championship in both his freshman and sophomore years, 

and also defeated the All Star team.  His team didn’t do so well in 

basketball, though, but the competition was fun.   

15 The climax of his two years at Jacksonville College was the honor of 

being chosen Mr. J. B. C. his sophomore year. 

16 After graduating from Jacksonville College with an A. A. degree he went 

back to West Texas where the Friendship Baptist Church at Goree, Texas 

called him as pastor.  His Grandpa Thornton had previously pastored the 

church, so he got in on Grandpa’s coattails.  

17 He enrolled in Hardin-Simmons University in Abilene to complete his 

B.A. degree.  Since Abilene was 90 miles from Goree, Wednesday nights 
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he attended Bethel Baptist Church in Abilene where Bro. J. M. Stringer 

was the pastor.   

18 On August 9, 1957 Dale and Bro. Stringer’s second daughter, Barbara 

Gene, were married at the church in Abilene. 

19 On June 2, 1958 Dale graduated from Hardin-Simmons and was called to 

pastor the Enterprise Baptist Church at Jacksonville so he could attend 

the BMAT Seminary. 

20 The Thorntons attended the Commencement Exercises for Jacksonville 

College in May of 1959.  Their brother-in-law, Bro. Paul Bearfield, also a 

graduate of Jacksonville College, was there along with his best friend, 

Bro. Jack Bateman. 

21 Jack was in the states to serve as interpreter for a group of Chinese anti-

communist pastors.  Since Jack was also a graduate of Jacksonville 

College, he didn’t want to pass up the opportunity to attend the 

commencement. 

22 After the commencement, Paul and Jack went home with the Thorntons.  

They talked until late in the evening as Bro. Bateman shared with them 

stories and facts about mission work in Taiwan and the need for more 

missionaries – God had begun to answer the question:  Where? 

23 Fast forward one year:  Dale was now pastor of the Friendship Baptist 

Church, Mount Pleasant, Texas.  The youth encampment that year was 

at Daingerfield, Texas.  The speakers:  Jack and LaTrell Bateman. 

24 In one of the morning services LaTrell shared her testimony of how God 

had called her to be a missionary and led her to marry Jack Bateman so 

they could go to Taiwan as missionaries.   

25 Now they had the answer to the question:  Where?  When the invitation 

was given, Dale and Barbara surrendered their lives to go to Taiwan as 

missionaries.  That was June of 1960. 

26 On July 3, 1961 Dale and Barbara along with their daughter, Judy LaNell, 

arrived in Taiwan.  The Batemans, along with many of the church 

members, were at the airport to greet them. 

27 That was the beginning of an over thirty year missionary partnership.  In 

fact, the Batemans and Thorntons became like a big, close-knit family as 

they shared holidays and special occasions together.  The children (and 
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later, grandchildren) didn’t realize for a long time that they weren’t 

actually blood kin.   

28 As new missionaries, the first challenge the Thorntons faced was in 

learning the Chinese language.  Jack never really had to face that 

challenge since he was born in China and speaks impeccable Chinese 

that is even better than his English.  Dale spent two years of grinding 

study in language school so that he could develop a degree of fluency 

and accuracy that wouldn’t embarrass Bro. Jack. 

29 During their first five year term, their second daughter, Belinda Jane was 

born in 1962.  Then in 1965 they adopted their son, Andrew.   Over the 

years they had several foster children.  Among them was Nancy Yao who 

lived with them during her final year of upper middle school.  Later Paul 

Chao lived with them for his three years of high school.  Paul later 

married and had two daughters.  When Paul’s wife died, his daughters, 

Joanna and Rebecca, came to live with the Thorntons on January 24, 

1998.  Then in June of 2000 they were adopted by the Thorntons so they 

could later come with the Thorntons to the U. S. to live. 

30 After completing language school, the Thorntons moved to the central 

Taiwan city of Taichung.  There they began three churches:  The 

Taichung Gospel Baptist Church, The New City Gospel Baptist Church 

and the Ping Lin Gospel Baptist Church.   

31 On July 3, 2001 after forty years, the Thorntons retired from the mission 

work in Taiwan and returned to the U. S.  In December, 2001 Dale was 

called as pastor of the First Baptist Church of Las Colinas in Irving, TX 

where he has served for the last 17 years.   

32 The great blessing was that all of their children, grandchildren (and now 

13 great grandchildren) lived nearby in the DFW Metroplex, and icing on 

the cake was that they were close to the Batemans and continued to 

enjoy many times of wonderful fellowship. 
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Miracle in Tianjin 

 On January 15 we remembered an event that happened 9 years ago.  A US 

Airways Airbus A320 taking off from LaGuardia Airport in NY City had climbed 

to an altitude of 3000’ when they encountered a flock of Canadian geese.  Both 

engines ingested a goose, lost power and the plane effectively became a glider.  It 

was impossible to get back to LaGuardia or another area airport.  The only 

alternative was to land in the Hudson River.   Captain 'Sully' Sullenberger safely 

landed the plane and saved the 155 people on board.  It became known as THE 

MIRACLE ON THE HUDSON. 

 Today, however, I want to talk about another miracle – MIRACLE IN 

TIANJIN.  Of course, when any baby is born it’s a miracle.  But on January 18, 

1928 in Tianjin north China, a boy was born who was to live out the miracle.  His 

father was John William Bateman who was in the U. S. 50th Infantry stationed in 

Tianjin.  He met, fell in love and married a pretty Chinese girl.  This was their 

second child.  They named him Jack.  Just Jack.  No middle name.   

 From his mother, though, he received a Chinese name – sir name Liu – 

given name:  Jun-cai – Liu Jun-cai  劉俊才.  Many times over the years I have 

heard Jack introduce himself, giving the meaning of his name.  劉俊才 – 俊美的

俊， 才幹的才。For those of you who don’t understand Chinese, 俊美 means 

handsome, good looking.  才幹 means talented and gifted.  And those names 

certainly describe Jack.  If you don’t believe me, just ask him!!!   

 And so the MIRACLE IN TIANJIN continues – Typically mixed race 

children are looked down on by the host culture.  It could have negatively affected 

Jack’s personality or caused him to resent the Chinese people and culture.  Not so 

with Jack.  I think if he were given the choice, he would choose Chinese over 

American every time.  When it comes to food, anything but Chinese is honky food.  

And for those of you who don’t know, Jack right now is in deep mourning because 

his favorite Chinese restaurant has closed down. When Jack was two years old, 

his father died, leaving his mother a widow with three small children to support.  

The American Legion in Tianjin helped with their education and a Methodist 

missionary connected with the Red Cross saw that they were kept in school.  God 

was miraculously working to preserve the Miracle in Tianjin.  

Then another catastrophe happened -- Japan invaded north China in 1937.  This 

placed the lives of Jimmy, Jack and Sally Bateman in jeopardy.  But in the next 
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stage of the MIRACLE IN TIANJIN, God led John Blalock, a Baptist missionary, 

to take the children to safety and ultimately take them out of China and to the 

United States.  But sometimes God’s miracles have many twists and turns.  Their 

ship stopped in Manila, the Philippines.  While there the Japanese attacked Pearl 

Harbor and invaded the Philippines.  John Blalock and the three Bateman children 

were placed in a Prisoner of War camp. 

 For most of the internees, this was a devastating turn of events.  But with 

Jack the miracle continued because Jack not only survived but he thrived in that 

environment.  Dr. John Duggar in his book about Jack and LaTrell Two for God 

said, “During his three years . . . in these camps, Jack saw the horrors of disease, 

starvation, and mistreatment of prisoners. . . . By the grace of God, he was assigned 

kitchen duty during this time, which afforded him some extra nourishment.”  He 

loved to scrape the rice pots to get a few extra tidbits of rice.   

 After liberation in 1945, their next stop was California.  He was hosted by a 

Christian family who saw that he went to church.  And the miracle continued.  That 

summer at a youth meeting at the Antioch Baptist Church Jack was convicted of 

his sins and accepted the Lord Jesus Christ as his personal Savior.  Later Jack 

attended an associational meeting in the spring of 1946.  Dr. Gerald Kellar, 

president of Jacksonville College and several of the students were there promoting 

the college.  It was at that meeting that Jack surrendered his life to preach the 

gospel and to go as a missionary wherever God led – but hopefully back to China 

so that the miracle could continue. 

After working at various jobs through the summer of 1946, he received an income 

tax refund of $70.00.  He spent half of the $70 on a bus ticket to Jacksonville, TX.  

After arriving in Jacksonville, he paid his tuition and three weeks rent and bought 

two textbooks, leaving him only $5.00 to live on.  But like the widow’s oil, God 

provided for his bare necessities through occasional preaching appointments in the 

churches.   

 Then the MIRACLE IN TIANJIN hit another snag – In December of 1946 

he was diagnosed with tuberculosis – The three years in prison camp had taken its 

toll on his body.  In March of 1947 he became a patient at the Grace Lutheran 

Sanatorium in San Antonio where he spent the next 18 months healing and 

recuperating from the disease. 

 Those 18 months would have passed ever so slowly if it had not been for an 

act of God’s providence.  At the Bible Conference in February of 1946, he met 
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LaTrell Johnson, a high school student from Lubbock who felt God calling her to 

be a missionary to China.  While Jack was in San Antonio, they corresponded and 

Jack volunteered to help her learn Mandarin Chinese.  He did this by getting her a 

Chinese textbook and then grading and returning the lessons which she prepared 

and mailed to him.   

 By September of 1948 Jack was pronounced completely well and he re-

entered Jacksonville College that fall. And the miracle continued because LaTrell 

Johnson was also enrolled as a freshman student.  And Jack fell head over heels in 

love.  He was convinced that God wanted them to go to China as a missionary 

team.  He spent the entire school year asking her daily to marry him.  LaTrell, 

however, was convinced that God had called her to be a single missionary to 

China.  And then the miracle happened – One day they were walking across the 

campus to the girls’ dorm for the evening meal.  As usual, Jack popped the 

question, and she said ‘yes.’  But he had heard ‘no’ so many times that it didn’t 

sink in.  When they got to the dorm he said, “What did you say?”  “I said, ‘yes.’”  

And so they were married on June 27, 1950 and continued their preparations to go 

to China. 

 Perhaps you’re asking the question, “With the whole world wanting to 

immigrate to the United States, why did they want to go to Taiwan, at that time just 

another third world country.  To answer that let’s go back to THE MIRACLE ON 

THE HUDSON.  Captain Sullenberger and First Officer Jeff Skiles were going 

through the plane to make sure that everyone had gotten off safely.  The plane was 

slowly sinking, and they looked out the windows and saw passengers standing on 

the wings waist deep in the ice cold water in 20 degree temperature.   And none of 

them had thought to get their life preservers from under their seat.  So Sully and 

Jeff went row by row in the ice cold water collecting the life preservers from under 

the seats and passing them to the passengers standing on the wings.  And that’s the 

reason Jack and LaTrell went to Taiwan – To share the life-saving message of the 

gospel of Jesus Christ. 

 When missionaries go to the field of God’s calling, the first order of 

business is to learn the language.  Let me quote from a Gleaner article that I wrote 

in November, 1961 shortly after we had begun language school:  “First of all, I 

should say that when we came to Taiwan and began language school, we were 

expecting the worst, but the worst wasn’t an inkling of the anguish and agony of 

learning the Chinese language.  I don’t think I have ever been in anything that was 
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both so mentally and physically exhausting.  When we arrive home in the 

afternoons we are usually so tired that we only want to sit and stare at one another, 

but there is the always necessary preparations for the next day’s work.”  But for 

Jack the TIANJIN MIRACLE continued.   In his early years in China he spoke 

fluently the beautiful north China Mandarin.  He did go to language school briefly 

in Taiwan because being away from China all those years his language had gotten 

rusty.  I’ve heard him tell stories about the escapades of him and his fellow 

missionaries in the language school classroom.  It’s hard for me to imagine but 

here’s what LaTrell said in Two for God about his first sermon:  “He has really 

worked on that sermon, for he is scared to death when it comes to preaching in 

Chinese.”  However, he didn’t have to go through the rigors of learning the 

language like we did.  After a few short months he was speaking the language like 

the native he was. 

 I must confess that I have demonstrated pride in my ability in the Chinese 

language.  I have looked down my nose at those people who were butchering that 

beautiful language.  However, a recent experience thoroughly deflated all my 

pride.  Barbara and I help with the senior citizens ministry at the New Life Gospel 

Church about a mile from our house.  They had always bragged about how good 

my Chinese was.  Then a few months ago I made the mistake of inviting Jack to 

come speak and give his testimony.  After he was finished, and right in front of the 

whole group, Oliver, the ministry leader, just came right out and said, “Before he 

came we thought your Chinese was good.  But yours is not nearly as good as his.”  

So that’s the burden I’ve had to bear all these years – living in the shadow of THE 

MIRACLE IN TIANJIN who speaks beautiful, perfect Mandarin.   

 So we’re here today to celebrate the MIRACLE IN TIANJIN – The life and 

the 91st birthday of Jack Bateman 劉俊才牧師.  By all rights, he should have been 

walking the streets of heaven a long time ago。Just think:  When you consider 

their escape from the Japanese in north China, three years in a Japanese POW 

camp, 18 months in a sanatorium with tuberculosis and years of battling asthma 

attacks in Taiwan plus a bout with cancer.  And yet here he is in all of his 

handsomeness 俊美 and all of his giftedness 才幹.  He may outlive us all!  THE 

MIRACLE OF TIANJIN is still going strong.  Happy Birthday, Jack!!! 

     Your friend and partner in the gospel, 

     Dale Thornton 


