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beginning to end. Here was a woman even 
less well-known than her minor-league 
sister, living a relatively typical existence 
for a woman of her class, and yet her life 
was one of the richest I have ever encoun-
tered. As I progressed from year to year, 
I was utterly charmed by someone who 
deliberately worked to frame everything 
in such joyful terms, and I could imagine 
why people like Eliot enjoyed her hospital-
ity so very much. As I reluctantly reached 
the last volume, I was genuinely sad over 
the death of a woman I would never meet.
 I wondered even then: how would our 
lives as Christians be different if we were 
willing to more purposefully adopt Coker’s 
model? After all, Psalm 145 calls for one 
generation to “commend” and “celebrate 
God’s abundant goodness” to another. Is 
this the testimony of our lives?
 Of course, I didn’t need to go to a li-
brary in England to find out about celebra-
tion. Like Margot Coker, my mother took 
unapologetic delight in celebrating events, 
big and small. In her unwavering gestures 
of hospitality, I witnessed the truth of Wil-
liam Blake’s claim that “exuberance is 
beauty.” For example: when I graduated 
from college, my parents hosted a party 
for me at which there were thirteen cakes. 
I don’t think my mother intended to have 
that many—her initial concept for the 
party was something “simple and welcom-
ing”: sandwiches, finger food, and cake, 
all served in the comfort of our house and 
backyard. Eventually, though, my mother 
could not resist the idea of having several 
cakes from which guests could choose, 
and as those were finished, to bring out 
several more—a never-ending rotation of 
baked hospitality. My mother was a ma-
jor proponent (and a living embodiment) 
of what she often urged me to cultivate 
growing up: “a kind and gracious spir-
it.” So, somehow, between my mother’s 
baking and perhaps the contribution of 
a friend or two, the thirteen cakes ulti-
mately appeared. 
 Needless to say, although many peo-
ple attended the party, we had quite a bit 
of cake left over. My mother didn’t care: 
“it’s always better to offer too much, rather 
than too little.” Less than a decade later, 
when my mother died quite unexpect-
edly of a brain aneurysm, her hospitality 

was one of her qualities most frequently 
evoked. In fact, at her visitation, the first 
words from one of my friends were: “I still 
remember those thirteen cakes.”
 Scrapbooks and cakes, even in super-
abundance, are perhaps little to show for 
a life. Yet, they are undeniable witnesses 
to the heart of the gospel—and one of the 
scandals of the cross: God’s lavish gesture 
of love. It seems to me that we don’t think 
often enough about the extravagance of 
grace. Indeed, I would wager that we have 
heard more sermons on stewardship than 
on extravagance. We “make do,” emotion-
ally and spiritually, fearful of giving our-
selves away, fearful of not having quite 
enough. But in the 16th century, being an 
“extravagant” meant roaming far outside of 
prescribed limits. As such, the word sug-
gests to me something very rich indeed: 
going out of our way as a habit of heart 
and mind. Is such a gesture ever wast-
ed? Mrs. Coker would have found some-
thing to celebrate in adopting this original 
meaning of extravagance—and, as those 
who believe in the excess of God’s grace, 
so should we. 
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Calvin College, one of the largest Christian colleges in North America, 
is internationally recognized as a center of faith-anchored liberal arts 
teaching and scholarship. The college is seeking applications for possi-
ble openings beginning September 2010 in the following departments:

Calvin College seeks faculty members who affirm the Christian faith 
as expressed by the Reformed confessions and who have academic and 
personal qualifications for teaching and scholarship. Calvin is build-
ing a tradition of diversity and accessibility and welcomes applications 
from persons whose personal characteristics will further that commit-
ment, including racial and ethnic minorities, women, and persons with 
disabilities. Interested persons or persons who wish to make nomina-
tions should correspond with the Provost’s Office or the respective 
department chair. Further specifics are posted on the college website.

http://www.calvin.edu/go/facultyopenings
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