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There is an story (which may or may not be apocryphal) 
that a visiting preacher from another tradition was once 
rung up by a Methodist chapel steward in the weeks 
before the appointment and assured that a ‘plan’ would 
soon be sent in the post. This caused consternation in 
the visiting preacher who began to wonder just how big 
the chapel was if a plan of it was needed …

An historical background

The preaching plan is a peculiarly Methodist document, 
which has its roots in our earliest history. It is not 
known for certain when the first plan was drawn up; 
Methodist historian William Leary dates the first 
mention of a plan to a letter by John Wesley dated 16 
February 1780 requesting that Christopher Hopper, 
one of his assistants at Colne, furnish him with a 
copy of the ‘plan’ and implying that Hopper had been 
the originator of such plans within the Colne Society. 
However the earliest surviving plan is from the Leeds 
Circuit for May-July 1777 and it is known that Wesley 
himself had drawn up a weekly preaching plan for the 
London preaching places and preachers as early as 
1754.

Early plans were, as today, a means of indicating 
whereabouts in the circuit preachers (both lay and 
ordained) were appointed to preach, although originally 
separate plans were produced for local and for 
itinerant preachers, and until the 1790s many were 
handwritten. Later, as Methodism developed into a 
variety of connexions in the nineteenth century, the 
issuing of the plan was often an early public declaration 
of the formation of a new grouping. This meant that 
the plan was sometimes used as a way of expressing 
something distinctive. For example, following the 
demands for lay representation that led to the formation 
of the Methodist New Connexion in 1797, Bolton local 

preachers in the new denomination ensured that they 
appeared on the plan at the town chapel every alternate 
Sunday, and that their itinerant colleagues took their fair 
share of outlying country appointments. (Their success 
was short-lived, as the Bolton congregation soon lapsed 
into old ways and insisted on an ordained minister every 
Sunday!)

The early New Connexionalists in Bolton and their 
preachers illustrate an inward-looking tendency of 
Methodists that exists to this day, ‘plan watching’: ‘Who 
is it at chapel this Sunday?’, ‘Where am I preaching this 
week?’ (We’ve all done it!). Yet there are glimpses from 
our history that the plan can be used in more creative 
missional ways. 

The emergence of Primitive Methodism (PM) in the early 
nineteenth century was rooted in open air preaching 
and praying at camp meetings, which continued to 
be a feature of the tradition throughout its history. As 
a result, preachers were not just planned at settled 
societies worshipping in chapels. On the London First 
plan of 1850 it was stated “No person to be taken on 
the plan as an accredited local preacher until he or she 
promise to take appointments in the open air when 
planned…”. Camp meetings featured prominently on 
summer quarterly PM plans, and a mix of experienced 
and younger preachers were typically planned together 
at them.

Creative use of the plan today

The days of open air meetings where people will 
gather for the primary purpose of listening intently to 
preachers may be behind us. But the deployment of 
our preachers and worship leaders today in settings 
which will engage those who are as yet unchurched and 
where we can learn from each other how best to show, 
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tell and be good news should still be the business of 
a Methodism which seeks to “develop confidence in 
evangelism and in the capacity to speak of God and 
faith in ways that make sense to all involved” and to 
“encourage fresh ways of being Church” (Priorities for 
the Methodist Church, 2004). In any circuit which is 
serious about reaching out beyond ‘Sundays as usual’ 
how might those who are amongst its key resources 
(ie its preachers) be equipped and utilised to share 
the gospel beyond 10.30am on Sunday at its chapels 
and out into the community? If we’re genuinely about 
nurturing a culture in the Church which is people-
centred and flexible, can the plan become a tool for 
ensuring Methodists are fed and those yet to hear the 
good news encounter it where they are? How might 
Methodism once again send its preachers to culturally-
appropriate events, organised to enable those beyond 
the Sunday morning service to encounter the gospel 
and consider its claims, just as nineteenth-century 
Primitive Methodists did? What might those events 
look like? If communicating the gospel in the twenty 
first century has to be a broader activity than traditional 
Sunday preaching the following might just find their way 
on to the plan:

l  A flash mob is a group of people who assemble 
suddenly in a public place, perform an unusual and 
act for a brief time, then disperse. This is often 
done for the purposes of entertainment and artistic 
expression but can also be used to convey the 
gospel (eg www.godvine.com/Awesome-Christian-
Flash-Mob-Breaks-Out-in-Nottingham-670.html, www.
godtube.com/watch/?v=9EM29CNU). Flash mobs 
can be organised via telecommunications, social 
media, or viral emails, but they could equally be part 
of ‘the plan’ without the element of surprise for the 
wider public being lost.

l  Street theatre is a form of theatrical performance 
and presentation taking place in public spaces 
without a specific paying audience. These spaces 
can be anywhere, including shopping centres, car 

parks, recreational reserves and street corners. 
They have their roots in medieval mystery plays, so 
are part of a long tradition of conveying the Jesus 
story.

l  Street parties or barbecues have historically 
been held to commemorate momentous events, 
such as VE Day or the Queen’s jubilees, and the 
Christian year has plenty of momentous events to 
celebrate to which neighbours could be invited and 
preachers could be planned with the intention of 
demonstrating God’s love and earning the right to 
speak of God and of faith. 

You may well be able to think of other examples of 
culturally-appropriate events circuits could include on 
in its plans. Your ideas may well also lead you into the 
area of preachers’ and worship leaders’ training: just as 
our forebears trained their preachers to address large 
open air crowds, what skills and competencies would 
our twenty first-century preachers and worship leaders 
need to communicate the gospel in public? These are 
opportunities Methodism is presented with as we seek 
to continue to use our preaching plan to rise to the 
challenge offered by the apostle Paul to the Romans:

“How can people call for help if they don’t know who 
to trust? And how can they know who to trust if they 
haven’t heard of the One who can be trusted? And how 
can they hear if nobody tells them? And how is anyone 
going to tell them, unless someone is sent to do it?”      

Romans 10.14-15 (The Message)

Questions for reflection

l  How might the plan help/hinder mission?

l  What might it mean for your church/circuit to 
‘encourage fresh ways of being church’?

l  What other ideas can you think of for enabling 
preachers help people engage with the gospel 
afresh, in their own contexts?


