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Spiritual nourishment, like domestic catering, is not chiefly a matter of
providing highly decorative titbits; witness one of Wesley’s early preachers.

   Few knew his name then, just as few know his name now. There are still thousands like
him, loyal preachers of the gospel who never “hit the headlines,” are never keenly sought after
for special services, but who faithfully dispense the bread of life, leaving the provision of the
more popular delicacies (often rather wistfully) to the select few. Such a man was Thomas
Hanson. Not many preachers in Wesley’s day thought less highly of themselves; few were more
highly regarded by those who knew men, as did John Wesley.

Those were the days when travelling preachers really did travel, and seldom remained in
one circuit for more than a year at a time. Wherever in the United Kingdom Hanson went,
however, at least after his first two or three years in the itinerant ministry, Wesley sent him as the
“Assistant” or superintendent preacher, even to exacting and influential circuits such as Hull,
York, and Huddersfield. One of the polite ladies of Beverley doubted Wesley’s wisdom in
sending Hanson and another homespun companion to Kingston-upon-Hull, but Wesley’s reply
silenced her doubts: “It is certain both T. Hanson and James Hudson are workmen that need not
be ashamed. They are good preachers and (what is more) good men: and their heart is in the
work. … Men of this kind are not always to be found.”

Hanson found his most congenial sphere of service, however, among the rugged, hearty,
devout Methodists of Cornwall. In 1769 Wesley sent him as superintendent of the West Cornwall
Circuit, which embraced half the county. He was then thirty-six. Such good reports reached
Wesley’s ears that he retained him there for a second year. Not only so, but four years later
Hanson was sent once more to Cornwall West, and again remained for a second year. Then an
almost unique thing happened. Two years later he was sent to the same circuit for a third term,
which once again extended to two years. Thomas Hanson was certainly a man to be reckoned
with, though he might not have all the outward polish that some folk would desire.

First and foremost he was an evangelist. His comment about the results of his own
conversion on 16th July, 1757, is revealing: “From this night I could not hold my tongue from
speaking of the things of God.” Yet he felt unworthy to become a preacher. True, he had enjoyed
some hard-won education during his apprenticeship as a tailor, and had even gained a smattering
of Latin and Greek while working at Netherthong in Yorkshire. All this had been thrown on one
side in his quest for “the one thing needful.” Now he recommenced his studies, apparently with
the unformulated thought that he might thus be fitted to proclaim the Gospel more worthily. He
waded through most of the fifty volumes of John Wesley’s Christian Library, as well as other
Methodist works.

Insistently came the inner call to preach. Just as insistently he stifled its demands. As he
himself described the conflict:

“The same Spirit that witnessed my adoption cried in me night and day,
‘Spend and be spent for God!’ Yet never was anyone more timorous: I thought the
work so great, and my abilities so small. I cried, ‘I am not fit!’ I wept, and kept it
to myself for months.”



Actually this long period of heart-searching occupied two years. Then the people of Ossett, in
Yorkshire, persuaded him to pray in public. His prayer led to conversions. He was pressed to
deliver a brief exhortation. More conversions followed. Soon he was answering many such calls,
sometimes preaching as often as five times a week in the area of the West Riding of Yorkshire
between Dewsbury and Wakefield. Eventually thousands of people traced their membership of
the Methodist Societies to the influence of this humble lay preacher.

It was quite obvious to a few at least that Thomas Hanson was called to the full-time
ministry of preaching, whether he himself were willing to recognize it or not. Thomas
Olivers—author of “The God of Abraham praise”—was in the Leeds Circuit at the time. When
he went to the 1760 Methodist Conference he told John Wesley about this greatly used young
man. On Wesley’s authority Olivers wrote to Hanson informing him that he had been accepted as
a travelling preacher, and appointed to serve under Olivers’ own superintendency in the York
Circuit. (No long series of written examinations and trial sermons and committees for Candidates
for the Ministry in those days, such as British Candidates must now undergo.)

In proposing Hanson’s name without first asking his consent Thomas Olivers knew what
he was doing. He was attempting to by-pass a certain refusal on account of unworthiness. Even
as it was, however, the reply he received from Hanson was a refusal, in these terms: “I have no
doubt of my call to preach; but have no desire to be a travelling preacher. I am not fit for it. I
cannot come.”

Olivers replied, “If your father was dead, and your mother lay a-dying, you must come
and preach the Gospel.” (Actually Hanson’s father had been dead for sixteen years, and his
mother had apparently died only a few months before this letter was sent; Olivers was obviously
echoing our Lord’s words in Luke 9.)

Hanson pleaded with his elder brother to go in his stead, as more fitted for this great task,
but he replied, “God knows who is fit. He has called you: therefore go.”

After two weeks hesitation Hanson went.
The event demonstrated Olivers’ wisdom. Thomas Hanson proved himself one of the

most valiant of Wesley’s preaching rough-riders. He scorned ease for himself as much as he
scorned any pretensions to scholarship or culture. Yet Wesley claimed him as a fellow-spirit,
writing to him, “Dear Tommy, Do not envy delicate and self-pleasing Preachers: you and I are
happier than they. The more self-denial, the more blessing!”

In 1780 Wesley asked Hanson to write his “experience” for the pages of the Arminian
Magazine. Albeit reluctantly, Hanson agreed. In words reminiscent of St. Paul he admitted some
of the discomforts of the itinerant ministry, but hailed its great compensations:

“I have been in dangers by snow-drifts, by land-floods, by falls from my
horse, and by persecution; I have been in sickness, cold, pain, weakness, and
weariness often; in joyful comforts often; in daily love and peace, but not enough;
in grief and heaviness through manifold temptations often. I have had abundance
of trials, with my heart, with my understanding and judgment, with various
reasonings among friends and foes, with men and devils, and most with myself.
But in all these, God in mercy has hitherto so kept me, that I believe none can
with justice lay any single immoral act to my charge, since the day when God
through Christ forgave my sins.”



His hardships took their toll of him, as they did of many of Wesley’s horseback preachers
on both sides of the Atlantic, so that they became in very truth “worn out.” In 1785, after
twenty-five years of unstinting service, Thomas Hanson was compelled to retire from the
itinerancy, with a “little stipend” from the Preachers’ Fund to preserve him from absolute
destitution. He continued to preach a little in and around Horbury until his death in 1804. His
obituary in the Minutes of Conference characterises him as “a plain, honest, faithful, zealous
man.” An even better epitaph is to be found in words that he spoke of himself in 1780: “I have
from my beginning thought myself the poor man’s preacher; having nothing of politeness in my
language, address, or anything else. I am but a brown-bread preacher, that seeks to help all I can
to heaven, in the best manner I can.”

Lovely phrase! “A brown-bread preacher!” Unrefined, perhaps, but nourishing and
wholesome. Hanson’s success as a Methodist preacher lay in that very quality. He made no
attempt to ape the learning and the rhetoric of others, but stuck to the simple Gospel verities of
the Bible and his own experience, and spoke of them in honest, homely words. He was content to
be himself, or rather he was content that he himself should be forgotten, through his rough-hewn
speech might sound the saving Word of God.

By Frank Baker
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