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BOOK REVIEW

John A. Vickers, ed., The Journals of Dl: Thomas Coke. Nashville:
Abingdon Press, 2005. 293 pp. $35.00

No-one better encapsulates in a single life Methodism's expansion
throughout the North Atlantic region at the end of the eighteenth century
than Thomas Coke, and no-one has paid such meticulous and distinguished
scholarly attention to Coke's illustrious career than John Vickers. The result
of this happy confluence is a splendidly edited volume of Coke's mission
ary journeys on behalf of the Methodists from his first trip to America in
1784 to his death at sea en route to India in 1814. In these thirty years the
speed of Methodist expansion throughout the British Isles, the Caribbean
Islands, and North America is truly breathtaking, and reading Coke's
Journals is as good a way as any to understand what was happening.

In these years the Methodists-despite, or possibly because of political
turbulence and some serious opposition-reaped rich harvests among the
following: black slaves in the Caribbean Islands, Americans in the immedi
ate aftermath of the Revolution, and the Protestants of Ulster in the turbu
lent years leading up to the Rebellion of the United Irishmen in 1798. Coke
visited all these sites and has left vivid narratives of his impressions. His
Journals are not only conventional records of when and where he
preached-though there is plenty of that kind of material in the text-but
also communicate a sense of the romantic adventure and providential bene
fits of traveling the world as God's appointed emissary. Indeed Coke
describes his life of roving itinerancy as 'romantic.' On one of his eighteen
passages across the Atlantic he read 'Captain Cook's Voyages to the Pacific
Ocean, and Captain Carver's Travels among the Indian nations in North
America.' Coke thus saw himself as a traveler among travelers, and he is at
times capable of purple passages of travel writing, but his mission was not
merely to explore or conquer, but also to convert and make holy.

It is impossible in the short compass of a review to catch the full flavor
of Coke's character and writing as revealed in his Journals, but some of the
highlights include his presentation of a petition for the emancipation of the
slaves to General Washington at Mount Vernon (a commitment he later
watered down for tactical reasons), his experience of an earthquake on St.
Kitt's, and his sharp response to those who tried to stop Methodist itinerant
preaching in the Caribbean: 'For the Government that would persecute us in
the extremes of the Empire, would undoubtedly persecute us to its centre, as
soon as means and opportunity were afforded.' Coke turned out to be right
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about that when Lord Sidmouth's Bill to restrict the Methodist itinerancy
was brought forward in 1811.

There is no denying the fact that Coke was one of the most heroic fig
ures in the establishment and expansion of Methodist missions, but he also
had a propensity for Machiavellian negotiations, self-importance, and cul
tural refinement that often irritated his more robust and straightforward
Methodist colleagues. There is something grandly ironic in the fact that like
Moses before him he never got to see his missionary promised land of India,
and that after surviving many frightening moments of dangerous travel on
land and sea, he eventually died at sea, but not because of the sea.

David Hempton
Boston, MA
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BOOKS: BRIEFLY NOTED

Patricia J. Thompson, Courageous Past - Bold Future: The Journey Toward
Full Clergy Rights for Women in The United Methodist Church. Nashville,
TN: General Board of Higher Education and Ministry, 2006. 217 pp.
$24.95.

2006 has been the year to celebrate the action of the 1956 General
Conference of The Methodist Church to grant full clergy rights to women
and thus to allow women to be clergy members of the annual conferences.
However, it is the stories of the ground-breaking women that put a human
face on a legislative enactment and inspire the reader with stories of com
mitment, dedication, perseverance, and courage. Patricia Thompson, an
elder in the New England Conference and president of the Historical Society
of The United Methodist Church, has researched (with the help of many oth
ers) and written a book of "firsts," that is, the first women who have become
members of each of the church's annual conferences. An overview of the
history of women in the church since Wesley, attention given to the
antecedent denominations, and the inclusion of women that represent the
ethnic diversity of the church make this a valuable resource. Many of the
women tell their stories of call and ministry in their own words.

Pamela Hawkins, Marion Jackson, and Susan W. N. Ruach, editors,
Courageous Spirit: Voices from Women in Ministry. Nashville, TN: Upper
Room Books, 2005. 142 pp. $13.00.

The granting of clergy rights has great impact when the "voices of
women in ministry" are heard and this book enables those voices to be
heard. There are 81 brief selections from women across the church in 7 sec
tions: Attending to the Holy, Brokenness and Healing, Longings, Dreams
and Visions, Persevering in Hope, Loosing God's Love in the World, and
Living in Gratitude. One can gain a fuller appreciation of the travail, tri
umphs, pain, and promise in reading these stories that touch the heart and the
mind and the soul. Deeply personal accounts, beautiful and moving prayers,
liturgical writings, and reflections on journeys of faith make this essential
reading.

These two books are important contributions to an important celebration.

Robert J. Williams,
Madison, New Jersey
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