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One of the most extraordinary eras for new church starts in the United States began around 1870 
and extended to the end of World War I.  United Methodists like to remember that it was during 
this period that its predecessor denominations averaged starting one new church a day for fifty 
years.  This is a story from one of those traditions.   
 
The Methodist attempts at church extension did not come without struggles and missteps along 
the way.  The 1884 Centennial Edition of The Methodist Yearbook of the Methodist Episcopal 
Church (New York: Phillips & Hunt, 151-156) reports on the years at the beginning and just 
prior to the boom period.  By 1884, Bishop Matthew Simpson, symbol of Methodism’s “rise to 
respectability,” was president of the Board of Church Extension, a sure sign that church 
expansion was where the action was.  The headquarters was at 1026 Arch Street in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, and the corresponding secretary (executive officer) was the Rev. A. J. Kynett from 
Iowa, an early church extension advocate. 
 
An Inauspicious Beginning 
 
The road to 1884 had not been straight.  The Board of Church Extension was approved by the 
1864 General Conference to be composed of twenty-five clergymen and twenty-six laymen.  It 
met in early 1865, and later that year the bishops appointed the Rev. Samuel Y. Munroe of New 
Jersey as the first corresponding secretary.  In November, $200,000 was asked of the conferences 
for the coming year to support church extension.  Funds began arriving in 1886, and the first 
grant was made March 4, 1866.    
 
The committee appropriated specific sums to conferences, with the presiding elders (district 
superintendents) dividing the amount among churches selected as beneficiaries.  The bishops 
drew the drafts for the amounts, payable quarterly, supposing that the funds would be received in 
time to meet them.  When the committee met in November, 1866, it was found that less than 
$60,000 had been received on the call for $200,000.  It was thought that if the conferences were 
permitted to use half of the collection within their own bounds, more could be raised.  This plan 
was adopted, and a call was made for an aggregate of $255,400, and the designated 
appropriations to conferences were largely reduced.   
 
Death of the First Executive 
 
“Earnest appeals for liberal collections were issued,” and Dr. Munroe “labored night and day to 
secure the funds needed to pay incoming drafts, but all were unavailing.”  The yearbook tells the 
sad story of this discouraged denominational executive.  “Weary, disheartened, sick, sleepless, 
from long protracted anxiety and toil, he started Saturday, February 9, 1867, from his home in 
Camden, to plead his cause next day in one of the churches in Brooklyn.  As the train was 
passing through the Rocky Cut of Bergen Heights, by some accident, still veiled in mystery, he 
fell from the car, unseen by human eyes, and ceased at once to work and live.”  



 
The duties of the office were temporarily handled by a pastor whose son was the current 
governor of Pennsylvania.  The following May, the bishops appointed Kynett.    
 
Up to that date, less than $20,000 had been received in response to the call for $255,400 for the 
second year's work—less than $80,000 in all of the $455,400 asked, and which the conferences 
had been led to hope might be realized for church extension.  It was quite evident that the 
methods thus far adopted were “unsuited to this new form of work,” and a thorough change was 
made.  Now grants would be made directly to the churches being aided when the money was in 
the treasury.  At their next meeting, the work of the venture “was projected on the more 
moderate scale which experience had suggested.”    
 
Regrouping to Succeed 
 
The General Conferences of 1868 and 1872 made some needful changes in light of recent 
experience.  Apparently the changes succeeded.  By 1884, the Board of Church Extension could 
report that in the past 18 years since its establishment, giving for church extension had reached  
$1,513,670 for the General Fund (providing grants) and $507,605 for the Loan Fund (providing 
no-interest and interest loans), giving a total of $2,021,275.  In those eighteen years, they raised 
the equivalent of about $45,000,000 in current dollars for church extension! 
 
They were able to help 4,345 churches.  One reason they could help so many churches is that 
their guidelines did not permit grants to any church of more than $10,000.   
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