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John Wesley once said of Thomas Coke, “I creep like a louse, and the ground I cover I get, I 
keep; but the Doctor leaps like a flea, and is sometimes obliged to leap back.” 
 
There is no doubt that Thomas Coke’s call from God from so deep that he did leap 
relentlessly in the service of the gospel: 

 Jaunts between U.S. & England (nine trips – took seven weeks to cross), West Indies 
(four trips), France, Africa (Sierra Leone), and Asia. 

 Oversight of Methodist work in Ireland, Newfoundland and Nova Scotia 

 Provision of Methodist missionaries in Scotland and Wales 

 Organized Methodist societies, strengthened believers, encouraged missionary 
activity. 

 The “Father of Methodist Missions.” 

 An attorney/mayor of Brecon 

 He gave himself away financially and called people to participate relentlessly.  
Someone once inquired, “Pray sir, do you know anything of a little fellow who calls 
himself Dr. Coke, and who goes about begging money for missionaries to be sent 
among slaves?  He seems to be a heavenly-minded little devil; he coaxed me out of 
two guineas this morning.”  He was, in the name of God, truly a heavenly-minded 
angel. 

 He stated an ardent opposition to slavery/preached at the 1804 session of Congress 
of the United States. 

 Died on trip to Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and was buried at sea in the Indian Ocean 

 Vickers:  “in some respects the most important of John Wesley’s recruits to 
Methodism from the ranks of the Anglican clergy.  He was certainly the most 
dedicated of Wesley’s clerical supporters.” 

 Asbury, at his Memorial Sermon:  “A gentleman, a scholar, a bishop to us; and as a 
minister of Christ, in zeal, in labours, in services, the greatest man in the last 
century.” 

 
All of this begs a very simple question:  How do you become a flea? 
 
Each year I bring United Methodist ordinands from my Annual Conference to England on a 
Wesley Heritage Tour.  Each year we find ourselves standing at the small port in Pill and, 
following a presentation I make, we gaze out from that port and attempt to envision what it 
would have been like to set sail for America from that tiny port, sheltered from the potential 
threats to their lives that existed in Bristol due to their stance on slavery.  We think about 
the last sight of land as they sail westward and the perils of seven weeks at sea.  We think 
about the joy of landing but the subsequent struggles of riding hundreds of miles of 
wilderness trails on horseback, all for the sake of carrying the gospel of Jesus Christ to those 
who needed to hear it.  We stand there at Pill and wonder, how is this possible – the 
endurance of such hardships, the depth of such sacrifice?  We have no clue how challenging 
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and difficult, how sacrificial and daring it was to face these obstacles yet go with boldness to 
proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
 
How DO you become a flea?  
 
Our gospel lesson from Luke for this morning gives us a very strong clue.  For the last two 
weeks, the lectionary affords us the wonderful opportunity of reading about the 
resurrection appearances of Jesus.  Last week, the disciples are locked away in an Upper 
Room for fear of the Jews.  Jesus appears to them, encourages them, and lifts their 
anxieties.  Later, he appears to Thomas, the doubter, and says, “You believe because you 
have seen me.  Blessed are those who do not see, yet believe.”  And today, the gospel from 
Luke tells this wonderful story about two hopeless travelers on the Road to Emmaus, an 
encounter with a stranger, a meal, the breaking of bread, and the realization that it was 
Jesus.  On the road they said, “We had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel.”  Bu in 
their home they said, “Were not our heats burning within us while he was opening the 
scriptures to us? 
 
In an Upper Room, fears are turned to joy when he appears.  On the Emmaus Road, 
hopelessness is turned to confidence as he reminds them that he is alive.  This is a sequence 
of resurrection appearances that lead up to two ultimate confidence builders:  Jesus’ 
departure with the words of The Great Commission: “Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and 
teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with 
you always, to the end of the age”  and the events surrounding the gift of the Holy Spirit in 
Acts.   

This sequence of resurrection appearances and divine assurances give the disciples the 
courage and strength to accomplish, as Ephesians 3:20 suggests, abundantly more than we 
can ask or imagine.  It is the amazing ability of God through Christ to take a motley, very 
human group of disciples, transform them into his likeness, and set them forth with the 
courage and strength needed to build the church. 

But this is a fragile reality.  We humans have never really gotten very far away from our 
childhood.  As young children, we get eager to fly the nest.  We say, “I want to do it my way.  
I don’t need any help.  I can make it just fine on my own.”  And we know how that works out.  
Our flying of the coup one day results, for most, in the humbling revelation that one cannot 
be a self-contained self-made entity in this journey called life. 

These two fellows on the Emmaus Road were having to deal with that very reality.  They had 
made up their minds that things could only happy a certain way – their way.  Some things 
were possible – others were not and Jesus coming back to life, well, in their minds that was 
not possible.  Their minds were made up, their biased mindset had made them blind to his 
presence in their very midst. 

Poor fools.  So blind they couldn’t recognize the Savior in their midst.  But don’t get so bold 
– perhaps we too are blind and cannot see him either: 
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 We had hoped that more would turn out for this gathering. 

 We had hoped that people would be like us and believe. 

 We had hoped to see Jesus more clearly. 

When our hopes are based solely on your thoughts/feelings/biases/desires we deny the 
possibility of Jesus working in/through every situation of life.  And when we do, WE walk on 
our Emmaus road unable to see ministry happen and Jesus standing right here, right now in 
our midst.  And when we do, we find ourselves in a position where we hesitate instead of 
hop, we stutter step our way with caution and fear instead of boldly striding knowing that 
God is with us now and always. 

Oh, how do you become a flea, leaping back and forth with resolve and conviction? 
   
Where do you find the courage to set sail, give your resources away, leave the church you 
were ordained in, set out on a course of activity that is mind boggling, give yourself away for 
the sake of a mission?   

How do you become a flea?   

You sit at table with a stranger and discover that in the breaking of the bread you are sitting 
with the Lord:  the one who dispels fears and restores hope.  Thomas Coke, the flea, leaping 
back and forth from one mission opportunity to another, found courage and strength not by 
his own doing but he found courage and strength at the hand of the Lord.   He was able to 
see Jesus.  It is the only way for one to do such remarkable things with ones life.   

And, it is the only way for little insects like you and me to do the same.  We face what 
seems, at times, to be insurmountable obstacles:  the rise of secularism, the decline of the 
church, the changing ways of the culture and the reluctance of people of faith to adapt to 
changing ways. 

We walk along 21st century roads wandering aimlessly at times because we wonder where is 
the presence of our God in the midst  despair, violence and terror.  We are tempted to lock 
ourselves away in the upper rooms of our churches for fear of ridicule and shame.  And 
when we do get out on the Emmaus Roads of life, we are tempted with hopelessness and 
confusion. 

And yet, this same one who appeared to these disciples, this same one who spoke to 
Thomas Coke, this same one who spoke to our foremothers and forefathers, offers the same 
invitation to us:  I will never leave you alone.  I am with you to the end of the age.  I will 
enable you to do exceedingly, abundantly more than you can ever dream of or imagine.  I am 
with you – in the breaking of the bread. 

On his first trip to America Thomas Coke read Augustine’s Confessions, Virgil’s Latin 
Georgics, the lives of Jesuit missionary Francis Xavier and Puritan missionary David Brainerd, 
plus 556 pages of a treatise on the episcopacy.  He also had one other thing in his satchel to 
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get him ready for the missionary work in America and throughout the world:  His name was 
Jesus.  
 

For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and 
on earth takes its name. I pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that 
you may be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, 17 and that 
Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. 
18 I pray that you may have the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the 
breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ that surpasses 
knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness of God. 

20 Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far 
more than all we can ask or imagine, 21 to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to 
all generations, forever and ever.  
 
In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 
 
Amen. 


