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BOOK REVIEWS

John A. Vickers, ed.  The Letters of Dr. Thomas Coke.  Nashville, TN: 
Kingswood Books, 2013.  787 pp.  $89.99.

In his 1969 biography of Thomas Coke, John Vickers observed that “the 
chief problem in dealing with Coke’s life arises from the growing complex-
ity of his activities.”1  The many hats worn by Coke (often simultaneously) 
over the course of his 38-year ministerial career—assistant to John Wesley, 
President of the Irish Conference, Secretary of the British Conference, 
Superintendent and Bishop of the Methodist Episcopal Church, and Father of 
Methodism’s overseas missions—lend credence to the accuracy of Vickers’s 
insight.  Thomas Coke: Apostle of Methodism went a long way toward mak-
ing some sense of that “growing complexity.”  In the last decade, Vickers has 
furthered our understanding of Coke’s life with the publication of a critical 
edition of his several journals (The Journals of Dr. Thomas Coke [2005]) and 
now of Coke’s extensive correspondence.  The Letters of Dr. Thomas Coke 
is a hefty volume, numbering nearly 800 pages and containing over 540 let-
ters, eight appendices, helpful annotations identifying key figures, place, and 
events, and a short introduction.

The latest volume represents perhaps Vickers’s greatest contribution to 
understanding both Thomas Coke’s life and eighteenth- and nineteenth-cen-
tury Methodist history more generally.  While the publication of Coke’s 
Journals was an invaluable offering to scholars and students of Methodist 
history, the hundreds of letters now published are arguably even more im-
portant.  Unlike the Journals, the vast majority of the letters were never 
previously published.  Gathered from scattered archives and private collec-
tions across Great Britain and the United States over the past four decades, 
carefully transcribed, and then annotated, their publication not only makes 
the sources accessible to significantly more people; they also offer a unique-
ly private view into Thomas Coke’s complicated ministry.  As Vickers notes 
in his introduction, “[Coke’s] surviving correspondence is the closest we can 
get to this man who was a key Methodist figure in the decades before and 
after the death of John Wesley” (xvii).  While the Journals richly document 
and describe Coke’s several journeys to North America and the Caribbean, 
the letters provide important insight into Coke’s activities in the British Isles 
and illustrate “the pressures to which he was subjected by rival demands on 
his loyalty from either side of the Atlantic” (xviii).  What strikes one most in 
reading through the several hundred letters is the frenetic pace at which Coke 
lived his life and carried out his career.  Writing to diverse people scattered 
across the globe, usually en route to or recently returned from somewhere 
else, Coke’s letters reveal a multifaceted man full of seeming contradictions 

1 John A. Vickers, Thomas Coke: Apostle of Methodism (Nashville and New York: Abingdon, 
1969), 231. 
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but unendingly committed to Methodism and its success on both sides of the 
Atlantic Ocean.

It is long past time for a scholarly reconsideration of Thomas Coke; one 
that uses his life to shed light on the development of not just Methodism, but 
evangelical religion in the Atlantic world more broadly.  Vickers’s biography 
remains a helpful chronicle of Coke’s travels and responsibilities as a church 
leader and missionary, but it is now nearly fifty years old and was written 
in an attempt to rehabilitate Coke’s reputation from the unsympathetic pens 
and portrayals of nineteenth and early twentieth century church historians.  
Coke’s career speaks to important topics beyond the bounds of denomina-
tional concerns, including several that have occupied the efforts of profes-
sional historians in recent years: the Atlantic world, religious (in)tolerance, 
religion and politics, evangelicalism and the marketplace, and missions to 
enslaved Africans, to name just a few.  Thanks to the tireless efforts of John 
Vickers in publishing Coke’s writings, the sources needed to begin that re-
assessment are more accessible than ever.  The Letters of Thomas Coke thus 
deserves to be not only read but also closely studied.

ChRIsTopheR Jones

Ph.D. Candidate
The College of William and Mary

Williamsburg, Virginia

Don Thorsen.  Calvin vs. Wesley: Bringing Belief in Line with Practice.  
Nashville: Abingdon, 2013.  158 pp.  $17.99.

In Calvin vs. Wesley, Don Thorsen sets out to demonstrate that “Wesley 
provides a better understanding of Christianity and the Christian life in prac-
tice than Calvin does in theory” (xiv).  Even more, he suggests that “a sur-
prising number of those who claim to be Calvinist really live more like Wes-
ley” (xiii).  This premise sets the stage for subsequent chapters that provide 
a comparative analysis of Calvin’s and Wesley’s theological perspectives.

The heart of this book, and its greatest strength, lies in the comparison of 
the two theological traditions, as expressed in the primary writings of their 
“founders” with occasional reference to later interpreters.  Covering eight 
major doctrinal loci—God, Bible, Humanity, Grace, Salvation, Spirituality, 
Church, and Ministry—Thorsen provides a largely nuanced and balanced 
view of the similarities and divergences between the writings of Calvin and 
Wesley.  For example, the chapter on Grace demonstrates that both theolo-
gians “prominently placed God’s grace at the center of our relationship with 
God” (56), but the divergence between them is substantial taken from the 
viewpoint of the actual workings of grace in the lives of believers: effectual 
and irresistible or prevenient and resistible.  Throughout, Thorsen’s irenic 
spirit and careful examination of both traditions is evident.

In the appendix, Thorsen also provides a summary statement of the de-
velopment and meaning of the five points of Calvinism known as TULIP, 
as well as a suggestion for remembering the essentials of Wesley’s position 
via the acronym ACURA.  The appendix, combined with the comparative 
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chapters, thus provide a remarkably helpful overview for those who wish to 
distinguish the Calvinist Reformed tradition from the Wesleyan Arminian 
tradition.  Where Thorsen’s volume proves less valuable is his suggestion 
that believers today tend to live more in line with Wesley’s practical theology 
than Calvin’s more theoretical systematic theology.  The evidence for this 
claim is tenuous.  Those of us who are active in churches within the Wes-
leyan tradition often recognize a strong thread of Calvinist thought present 
in many congregations and expressed in how the faithful thus live in the 
world.  Moreover, it is unlikely that Wesley, himself, would today recognize 
the practices in most Wesleyan-Methodist churches or denominations as par-
ticularly faithful to his writings.  In other words, Thorsen’s thesis oversteps 
slightly and would have been better supported had he drawn the line at the 
claim that Wesley’s theology more closely resembles biblical Christianity 
than does Calvin’s or, perhaps, had he simply offered the fine comparison 
between the two theologians without attempting to claim how believers ac-
tually live.

That lacuna aside, Thorsen’s Calvin vs. Wesley is a welcome and acces-
sible addition for those who study the Wesleyan-Methodist tradition and 
should be widely used in seminary courses and by church leaders who wish 
to understand, in a nuanced manner, the similarities and distinctions between 
these theological positions and the lived practices they promote.

      eLaIne a. RobInson

Professor of Methodist Studies and Christian Theology
Saint Paul School of Theology 

Oklahoma City, Oklahoma

Russell E. Richey, Denominationalism Illustrated and Explained.  Eugene, 
OR: Cascade Books, 2013.  294 pp.  $34.00. 

Three thoughts occurred to me upon finishing this recent book by 
Richey, one of the most eminent modern historians who has charted United 
Methodism’s course.  The first is that I had no idea he had spent so much of 
his early career writing about Unitarians.  The second is that I wished the last 
essay had been first.  And the third . . . well, wait and see.

Much of Richey’s work as a historian has focused on denominations—
Methodist life as a denomination and the overall concept of denominations.  
Early in his career he edited a volume of other historians’ reflections on de-
nominational theory, Denominationalism (Abingdon, 1977; Wipf and Stock, 
2010), and followed it up more recently with a similar volume co-edited 
with Robert Bruce Mullin, Reimagining Denominationalism (Oxford, 1994).  
Denominationalism Illustrated and Explained collects some of Richey’s own 
previous essays on the subject, ranging in date from 1973-2005.  (While we 
owe Cascade Books a great debt for bringing these essays back in print, it 
saddens me to say that this is a poorly proofread book.) 

The book opens with Richey’s most recent essay, a 2005 musing on the 
definition of and stages of denominationalism. Richey defines denominations 
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here as “voluntary ecclesial bodies”: religious groups adopted by choice, or-
ganized for mission and self-perpetuation, and conceding “the authenticity 
of other churches even as [they] claim [their] own” (3).  He acknowledges in 
this essay that many say mainline denominations are doomed, but argues that 
they are more resilient than we think.  As evidence he cites their “long-stand-
ing, enduring nature and changing character” (2), both topics of this book. 

He then outlines stages of denominational formation: plantation/found-
ing, ethnic voluntarism, purposive missionary association, confessional 
order, corporate organization, and post-denominational confessionalism.  
These “work imperfectly with respect to any particular denomination” (4) 
but help trace the broad way denominations have evolved, especially in the 
American context.  They also highlight one of Richey’s major points—that in 
everything from casual conversation to theological reflection people tend to 
reserve the term “denomination” for only the corporate, bureaucratic phase 
of a group’s existence, and then dismiss this phase as variously irrelevant, 
outdated, top-heavy, and culture-captive.  (Guilty as charged here.  When 
I used to teach United Methodist History I divided my course into consid-
erations of Methodism as “a movement” [eighteenth century], “a church” 
[nineteenth century] and “a denomination” [twentieth century].)

After this important scene-setting, the first section of the book discuss-
es the “British and Dissenting origins” of American denominationalism.  A 
number of essays from early in Richey’s career outline theories of the church 
held by the “old dissent” groups in Britain—Presbyterians, Independents 
(Congregationalists), Baptists, and discuss how the seventeenth-century 
British “catholic” ideal of unity on doctrinal essentials despite structural sep-
aration would have long-lasting implications in America.  He also outlines 
how various legal realities led these three denominations to identify more as 
“Dissenters,” and to form structures and associations on that level, than to 
identify with their own particular group.  Finally he notes how Unitarianism 
in Britain emerged out of this situation.

The rest of the book focuses on denominations in their American con-
text.  Two important essays work out the principles of the introduction—one 
discussing “denomination as institution” (in terms of the categories of vol-
untary, ecclesial, and body) and one giving a general historical overview 
of American denominationalism (in terms of the stages of denominational 
formation.)  Then, four case studies work out how these principles and stages 
appear in specific instances. 

Particularly interesting here is Richey’s “Culture Wars and Denominational 
Loyalties: The Methodist Version.”  This essay from 1998 reminds the reader 
that culture wars within Methodism are nothing new; while American de-
nominations may find themselves dividing along liberal and conservative 
lines under the influence of demographic trends and influential modern 
parachurch organizations, this is not the first time Methodists have found 
reason to fight among themselves, and caucuses are not to blame for all of 
Methodism’s current divisiveness.   “History as a Bearer of Denominational 
Identity” repays study as well, outlining how successive “official” Methodist 
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historians have interpreted the theme of providence in Methodist history, and 
concluding “The making of church history into a historical rather than theo-
logical science has interesting consequences for the church . . . . Theological 
claims that once came readily to Methodist lips now simply are not heard” 
(221).

Throughout the book, Richey has maintained (in explicit contrast to H. 
Richard Niebuhr and modern ecumenism and in implicit contrast to many 
other modern critiques of denominationalism) that denominations deserve 
to be studied in their own right, not merely written off as bureaucratic capit-
ulations to twentieth-century culture or condemned as structural shells that 
have lost the vigor of their heady early days.  In his last essay, he finally tells 
us why.  Current American seminary students and pastors have to minister 
in denominations and in denominational contexts, but their education is not 
giving them the theoretical equipment with which to do so.  The average 
seminary student has a very individualized conception of ministry, Richey 
argues (and I think he’s right).  Moreover, the academic study of religion has 
separated theoretical thinking about denominations into various contexts—
organizational research, ethnic studies, sociology, systems theory, and the 
like, encountered haphazardly or not at all in the course of average studies 
for ministry. Finally, when denominations show up in theological reflection, 
it is generally through a listing of their flaws.  Yet “institutionalization, pol-
itics, bureaucracy, inertia are inevitabilities” and what modern American 
Christians need are “strategies for coping with, changing, surmounting these 
inevitabilities . . . . Education for ministry must be conducted with denomi-
nations in mind” (278-279).

This is the point I wished I had heard Richey make at the beginning.  
Throughout the book, he insists that the existence of denominations should 
not automatically be ruled out of court as schism, and therefore as sinful.  
This is a theological point with which I disagree.  For this very reason, I had 
trouble listening throughout the book to his constantly repeated contention 
that denominations are legitimate objects of study.  But his poignant plea at 
the end that seminarians be given some tools beyond “radically individual-
ized, excessively psychologized, and over-professionalized notions of minis-
try” (278) with which to navigate the modern American religious landscape 
got to me.  Better that such students understand where we have come from 
and where we are going.  Only when they have grasped why people thought 
denominations were important, what they were formed to do, and how they 
evolved into their current forms can we have, intelligently, the theological 
conversation I want to have about whether they should continue to exist, and 
if so, how.

Thank you for making me think, Dr. Richey.  Everyone else: Read the 
last essay first.  And read the rest of them, too, many times.  Then let’s start 
talking.

JennIfeR woodRuff TaIT

Managing editor, Christian History Magazine 
Richmond, Kentucky


