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Matthew 5:2-12 and  Luke 4:16-30.   

 

No Welcome for the Prophet 

 

You know, it’s interesting how easily we dismiss each other’s work in ministry 

because it looks or feels contrary to our own approach.  Because we take a different tact 

to furthering the work of Jesus Christ in the world, because we value or are gifted for an 

aspect of the church’s mission in the world that others value less.   

Don’t we all come to this work with our own gifts and graces and inclinations?  

And wouldn’t the church be less without our individual strengths?  As Paul reminds us, 

the body of Christ wouldn’t work unless each piece did its part. 

Alas…throughout our history as church we have judged and valued and dismissed 

each other, all ministering in the name of Jesus Christ, but bringing our own inclinations 

to our work.  And, so it was in many ways between Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke, 

the first two “bishops” or “superintendents” to organize Methodism in the new colonies 

in North America.  I hesitate to recite history to historians, but I know that you are 

focusing on the work of Thomas Coke in your annual meeting today, and I have been 

fascinated by the relationship, the tensions, the contrasts between Asbury and Coke since 

taking my required United Methodist history course here at Drew as a Masters of 

Divinity student.   

Francis Asbury, a man of humble beginnings, the son of a devout Christian 

mother, was exposed early to evangelical speakers invited into his home to meet with his 

family. He was converted by one of these speakers and joined the Methodist movement, 

convinced that this group’s doctrine and discipline were the “purest of any people now in 

the world.” (I wonder what he would think of us now?)  He became one of John Wesley’s 

full itinerating preachers when he was in his early 20s, and, when Wesley called for 

volunteers to go to America and care for the Methodist societies here, Asbury stepped up.  



He circuit rode from New York to Philadelphia to Baltimore and into Virginia, up and 

down the coast as far as the Carolinas and Georgia to Maine, every year.  He didn’t have 

a family, wife or children, of his own.   

Thirteen years into Asbury’s adventure in the colonies, Thomas Coke arrived, 

sent by John Wesley. 

Thomas Coke, by contrast, was born into an affluent family, the son of a 

pharmacist, an apothecary.  He was well educated, earning a bachelor of arts and masters’ 

degrees from Oxford, as well as a doctorate in civil law.  He worked as a bailiff and 

burgess, then became an ordained Anglican curate.  Dismissed from the Anglican church 

for his Methodist leanings, Coke joined John Wesley in the Methodist movement.  

Wesley found in Coke a gifted preacher, keen legal mind, skilled administrator, and Coke 

quickly became Wesley’s trusted companion.  In 1784, Wesley ordained Coke as a 

superintendent—there’s some debate around Coke’s desire to be ordained a bishop rather 

than superintendent—and sent Coke to America.  Coke convened the organizing 

conference for American Methodism in Baltimore, Maryland, the Christmas Conference, 

and ordained Asbury as his joint superintendent—an ordination Asbury refused until he 

was so elected by the Methodist preachers.  Coke visited America nine more times, 

maintaining the relationship between British and American Methodists, but never really 

settled in the colonies.  Recognizing a call to global missions, Coke travelled to the 

British West Indies—by accident, it seems…he had hoped to go to Nova Scotia, but got 

blown off course, as the story goes.  But, he reveled in the work in the British West 

Indies.  He married a wealthy woman and donated most of his family’s money to these 

missionary efforts.  Although called back to America, Coke required many concessions 

due to his wife’s fragile health, and he never did return. 

Coke was named the “Father of the Methodist Missions,” establishing missions in 

Sierra Leone, Nova Scotia, Ireland and France, and he died on voyage to Ceylon, India, 

where he had hoped to plant yet another mission settlement.  After his first wife died, 

Coke remarried.   

Asbury acknowledged that marriage was “an honorable estate,” but disdained its 

effects on itinerant ministry. 



These are two very different approaches to building ministry in the name of 

Methodism.  One very concerned with maintaining relationships with the country and 

people of origin and developing administrative infrastructure that would support global 

expansion.  The other equally committed to itinerant ministry, and a ministry of presence 

and preaching—sometimes Asbury preached as often as three times a day.  Both prophets 

for the work of God in the world.   Galvanized together around anti-slavery efforts in 

America.  Yet, very different in their agendas and emphasis. 

When I thought about Thomas Coke, in particular, but in relationship with Francis 

Asbury, I thought about these two scripture passages from the Gospels, and the ways in 

which society in general views those who come with challenging messages, or who 

behave in ways we do not recognize in the name of a God we think we know.   

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness sake, for theirs is the kingdom of 

heaven…for in the same way, they persecuted the prophets who were before you.  

Rejoice and be glad. 

Why don’t you do here in your hometown what you have done in Capernaum.  

Truly, I tell you, no prophet is accepted in the prophet’s hometown. 

Well, neither Coke nor Asbury were in their hometowns…both in foreign places 

where they were the “strangers” for more than one reason.  These Methodists.  Both sent 

by Wesley to do the work of the church in the new world.  Both choosing, or selected by 

their Maker, to do that work in their own ways.  Even united by a common social justice 

concern.  But, somehow, even though affectionate towards each other to the end, not as 

affirming of each other’s work as they might be—even in their “hometown” of promoting 

the ministry of Jesus Christ.   

If we consider these stories of Asbury and Coke, and of Jesus and the prophets 

who came before him, we might be converted to a different perspective on our Methodist 

church today.  We’ve committed to an infrastructure which is now failing us in some 

ways.  We’ve committed to social holiness, but we’re not united around what that looks 

like for all God’s people and creation.  We judge and revile each other for the ways in 

which we act on our calls to ministry, rather than rejoicing in the complementary ways 

our ministries speak to each other.  We are not the hometown that embraces the prophetic 

word, but are too often the synagogue filled with rage,  that rises up to drive out the one 



who brings a challenge, a critique, a reminder of what and who we are to be as the body 

of Christ.   

Sometimes, it seems like we never learn.  That the lessons of the past do not 

translate into the wisdom of the future.  Our memories do not prevent us from repeating 

the same mistakes.  And yet, if we truly embraced this Covenant Prayer that Wesley 

fashioned from that ancient prayer of St. Teresa of Avila, that prayer that says I am no 

longer my own, but thine.  Put me to what you will, put me to doing, put me to suffering, 

use me or set me aside.  Let me have all things or nothing.  I freely and gladly yield 

myself to you, to your pleasure and disposal—if we truly embraced this prayer, we would 

also embrace the many ways in which God puts us to work…or not.    So, this ministry is 

not so much about us and our agendas, but about the will of God for us in our ministry as 

prophets of God’s love.  If we have discerned this intentionally and followed the Spirit 

rising up to lead us, we have genuinely and faithfully, obediently, given ourselves to 

God’s purpose.  And, we might mindfully recognize that in each other, as well.   

This Methodist church has a long way to go on its staggering towards perfection.  

But, it does have us, faithful, beloved children of God.  Like those who have gone before 

us, Asbury and Coke among them, we will not share the same perspectives or the same 

approaches to this ministry.  But, will we share a common cause?  Will we unite together 

around concerns for social justice, for abundance for all God’s people and God’s 

creation?  Will we share an affection for each other as members of the body of Christ?  If 

not, I fear that this church is not sustainable.  That schism and divisiveness are inevitable.  

If so, we have the possibility of bringing God’s love to all the places it needs to be 

known, and to share the abundance of God’s creation with all those in need.  I truly 

believe that.  But, we will need to set ourselves aside, to be prophets for God and Jesus 

Christ regardless of the consequences.  To speak our truth in all the hometowns that call 

our names, remembering that ours is the kin-dom of God, our reward is in heaven.   

 

Rejoice and be glad.   

Thanks be to God. 


