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Some Coke and Asbury Material

Michael G. Nickerson, Director of Research Design of the Board of
Higher Education and Ministry of The United Methodist Church, recently
called to my attention the two Coke letters and an Asbury letter which are
among the George Peck Papers held in the library of Syracuse University.1
I immediately sent photocopies of the Coke letters to Dr. John Vickers,
author of Thomas Coke, Apostle of Methodism, for his comments.

One of the Coke letters is to Richard Whatcoat:

London, April 21st, 1798.

Very dear Brother,

I have reason to bless God, that he favored me with a safe and
agreeable passage from America to England in twenty two days and
a half.2 The work of God in England is going on rapidly, in many
places, so that I am in very good hopes that the schism which has
taken place, will be made up by the next Conference. I cannot at pre
sent say, what I can do further in the business than I have done;
however, I shall be able to judge better, at the British Conference,
which begins the latter end of July. Unless I am particularly wanted
in America, I believe I shall spend the next Winter in England, God
willing, which will enable me to settle all my little affairs in this
Country in the completest manner, so as to be able to devote myself
to the service of my American Brethren: not but that I shall beat any
time ready at the call of those, whose servant for Jesus Christ I now

lThe exact reference is: The George Peck Papers, Box 1, Correspondence 1793 to 1803, The
Manuscript Collection of Syracuse University, Bird Library.

2It is amazing to realize that, in less than two hundred years, travel between England and
America has been reduced to about six and one-half hours by plane; and the greater part of
this change has come about within the last fifty years. Wesley's first itinerants to America,
Pilmore and Boardman, made the crossing in about nine weeks, Coke in twenty-two and a
half days.
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Discovery

particularly consider myself; I mean the Methodist Societies on your
Continent.

We have been favored with very reviving accounts of the Work of
God in the West India Islands. In Jamaica particularly, the plan
tations open to us very rapidly. In all the Islands we have now near
ten thousand of the poor Heathen truly awakened and a great part of
them happy in the love of God.

After what I have observed above, you may easily perceive, that
my return to this country for a season at the importunate request of
the British Conference and by the advice of Bish,o-p Asbury and the
Virginia Conference, is not by me considered as in the least degree
dissolving my solemn engagements which I made to the last General
Conference in America. Though I am now here, as it were, the
prisoner of the Lord, I am notwithstanding yours3 by every tie' which
Love and Truth can make.

In one respect it was peculiarly providential that I returned to
Europe. The schism which has taken place, has so alarmed the
Preachers, that the great work in the West Indies seemed to be
almost forgot; and I do believe soon would have dropped to the
ground if I had not returned. 4 But I am now endeavoring to set that
whole business on a solid basis; and if I can but succeed in this, my
heart will be light indeed and truly joyful.

I bless God, I do enjoy his favor continually; and through
Almighty Grace do find him my Home and my Tabernacle, and my
Dwelling-place. What a pleasure it is, that on each side of the water,
and at every time, and in every place, he is equally open of access to
his believing Children.

I Pray you, my dear Brother, write to me by the first Opportunity;
and be particular about the work of God: for it gives me peculiar
satisfaction to hear from my American Brethren. Give my love to the
Preachers, with whom you labour, and Pray for

Your very affectionate Brother
T. Coke

To RichardWhatcoat

Presiding Elder of the Methodist Episcopal Church.

P.S. I have paid the money into the hands of your (?) both for
himself and his sisters. To"-morrow I set off for Ireland. God bless

you. May 20.

SCokeapparently wanted the American church to know that he considered himself its leader
on an equal standing with Asbury. Asbury, however, always made sure that Coke never
gained much authority in the American work. It is a rarity fo see an ordination certificate
signed by both Coke and Asbury, and I have never seen one signed by Coke alone.

4Thomas Coke was indeed the firebrand which lighted the missionary passion of the British
COll ference.
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Methodist History

John Vickers' Comments

Only the signature and postscript are in Coke's own hand. This was,
in fact, a letter which he seems to have sent to several of the American
preachers. Another copy, addressed to Ezekiel Cooper, has survived at the
Garrett-Evangelical Theological Seminary, Evanston, Illinois. The text is
identical with the letter to Whatcoat apart from the postscript and the ad
dition of the words "in numbers" to paragraph one after the words "that
the schism ... will be made up," apparently to avoid any ambiguity.

At this point Coke was shuttling backwards and forwards across the
Atlantic, striving to meet his commitments in both the British and
American connexions and unsure where his prime loyalty lay. The schism
to which he refers in the first and fourth paragraphs was the formation of
the Methodist New Connexion following the expulsion of Alexander
Kilham by the British Conference of 1796.

In the Ezekiel Cooper letter [referred to above] the postscript reads:
"Write to me as soon as possible. I have sent you with this packet a Letter
from Mr. Mather: Write to him. I am just going to put my Commentary
into the press. I have no time, otherwise 1 would write to you a good deal
more. I assure you, I feel the sincerest friendship for you."

Coke's other letter is to Thomas Morrell:

Petersburgh, October 31, 1803.

My very dear Friend,
On Saturday last I arrived here after a passage of 29 days from

Land to Land. By reading my Letter on the other Leaf to Bro.
Lowry, you'll see that I am hastening toward you. I want to send to
London by a very trusty hand several of the mss. of my Commentary
on the New Testament. My Brethren in England are pleased to con
sider that work as the most important of any work of any kind,
literary or ministerial, that I have ever undertaken: therefore it is of
importance that Brother Lowry should return home (1 hope he has
not already set off!) as soon as 1 can see him. And as he has no ap
pointment on the Minutes, I suppose he can be spared immediately
without injury to the work. Will you favor me with a line at
Baltimore? My love to Brothers Coate, Williston & Wilson. Please
to give my love to Bro. Russell & Sister & tell them that if con.,
venient, I'll again take up my abode under their hospitable roof.
Adieu. Pray for Your faithful friend

T. Coke.

John Vickers' Comments.

This is one of several letters written to individual preachers within the
first few days of his arrival in America on what was to be his last visit.
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Discovery

Morrell had been present when Coke and Asbury waited upon George
Washington with a loyal address6 in June 1789 and defended the
Methodists' action in the press. Later he again wrote in defense of the
Methodist connexion against the attacks of William Hammett.6 He
[Morrell] is described in the History of American Methodism (Vol. I, p.
620) as H a gifted member of the New York Conference." Several of
Coke's earlier letters to him have survived.

The identity of "Brother Lowry" and his exact role in getting Coke's
manuscript to London are a little unclear. A James Lowry of Lowry's
Mills, Delaware, is mentioned in Asbury's Journal (Vol. I, p. 611), but
"Brother Lowry" was clearly an itinerant.

Coke's assessment of the importance of his Commentary was perhaps
an inflated one, and not entirely shared by his HBrethren in England." It is
only fair to add, however, that he had been urged to undertake the task in
the first place by the British Conference, and enthusiasm only waned when
it showed signs of out-growing its expected size (it was eventually
published in six very substantial volumes) and a rival appeared on the
scene. Coke could not compete with Adam Clarke in scholarship, and it
was unfortunate that the work of the two men should be in direct competi
tion.

Asbury Material

Mr. Nickerson, in calling my attention to an Asbury letter at
Syracuse University, notes that it was published in the Clark edition of the
Journal and Letters ofFrancis Asbury, Vol. III, p. 120. However, he adds,

5Vickers is here referring to an action taken by the conference at its meeting in New York
City at the suggestion of Bishop Asbury. He had asked, "Whether it would not be proper for
us, as a church, to present a congratulatory address to General Washington who had lately
been inaugurated president of the United States in which should be imbodied our approba
tion of the constitution, and professing our allegiance to the government." The message was
drawn up and conveyed to Washington by John Dickens and Thomas Morrell, who knew
Washington personally. A day was appointed when Bishops Asbury and Coke might read the
statement to the president, who made a fitting reply. The entire incident is recorded in Bangs,
A History of the Methodist Episcopal Church. Vol. I, pp. 280ff. Asbury read the address in
an impressive manner and the president replied with fluency and animation.

Morrell's need to defend the action in the press arose because of a charge that Coke's part
in the event was in questionable taste since he was an Englishman and had written an inflam
matory address to the people of Great Britain condemning, in bitter language, the efforts of
the colonies to gain their independence. Morrell, having investigated the charge, stoutly
denied it. Bangs secured his information from a letter by Morrell to Ezekiel Cooper in which
he outlined the entire incident.

6William Hammett led a split in early Methodism when he and the Methodists of the church
in Charleston, South Carolina, refused to obey Asbury in the matter of appointments-the
church desiring Hammett as pastor, Asbury wishing to send him elsewhere. Hammett and
the church withdrew from Methodism to form a separate denomination which, for a time,
was successful, but which by 1803 had fallen apart, its remaining members drifting back to
the Methodist Episcopal Church.
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