
Ascension Lutheran Church 

“God planted a seed” 

FIFTY REFLECTIONS  

ON  FIFTY YEARS  



 

Early 1960s:  Fred and Jody Wuensch and Donald and Ann Weinrich 

campaign for a Lutheran Church of America mission church in northern 

Vermont, and New England Synod approves. 

 

1965:  With Synod’s blessing, Ascension purchases a house under 

construction in South Burlington's Laurel Hill as a parsonage. Fresh out of 

seminary, Pastor Dale Gustafson arrives as mission developer with wife,  

Pat and baby daughter, Karen. 

 

1965–1969:  The new congregation meets in the gymnasium of Orchard 

School in South Burlington. Stacked folded lunch tables covered in cloth 

serve as an altar. 

 
February 20, 1966:  Ascension Lutheran Church holds its service of 

organization with fifty-one adult charter members. 

 

1966 and onward:  Under the leadership of a young couple, Hubie and 

Sherry Norton, the youth group is large and active. Under the direction of 

Lydia Tschopp, Ascension becomes known for its youth musicals. 

 

1966 and onward:  Over many years, Mabel Fisher, a mainstay in the 

kitchen and on the altar guild, oversees our families' celebrations of life at 

coffee hours for births, baptisms, confirmations, marriages and deaths. 

 

1968–April 1969:  Construction of the church building starts. The 

congregation moves to its present location on six acres of land in                  

South Burlington. 



 

Early 1970s:  Depending on weather and mosquito conditions, the 

congregation worships in the outdoor chapel in the woods.  

 

1970s:  Many seamstresses in the congregation fashion robes for the adult, 

children's, and medieval choirs. Children and adults craft the Chrismons 

that have decorated the sanctuary Christmas tree ever since. 

 

October 1971:  Pastor Richard Rintala is installed. Fellowship flourishes, 

including picnics, family camping trips, and progressive dinners.  

 
1973:  A number of Ascension members become charter members of the 

American Lutheran Church's Good Shepherd Lutheran Church in Jericho. 

 

1978:  Ascension members commit to delivering Meals on Wheels in 

Burlington and are among the first volunteers when the program begins 

operating from Cathedral Square. 

 

January 1981:  Pastor Fred Lehr is installed. Spiritual Support Groups 

build fellowship among Ascension members, and parishioners gather for 

neighborhood Zone meetings. Pastor Lehr buys the parsonage. 

 

February 1982:  The Bells of Ascension, begun by Jerilyn Bergdahl, play 

for the first time. They ring at our church services and at such venues as the 

Vermont Symphony, Boston's Faneuil Hall, and Shelburne Farms. 

 
Fall 1988:  Plans for a new wing on the Ascension facility result in the 

decision to establish a nonprofit daycare. 



 
1988:  Ascension becomes one of the founding congregations of the Joint 

Urban Ministry Project (JUMP). 

 

February 13, 1989:  Ascension Child Care, Inc. celebrates its official 

opening. Under the leadership of Katie Gonyaw, it gains national 

recognition, becoming accredited through the National Association for the 

Education of Young Children. 

 

October 1990/1991:  Ascension woods turn into a Haunted Forest that 

community members visit with proceeds donated to a charitable cause. 

 

March 1991:  Pastor Rick Neu is installed. Ascension's family grows with 

the addition of our sister church, Christmas Lutheran in Bethlehem, 

Palestine. Pastor Neu visits the church in Palestine, accompanied by other 

Ascension members.  

 

1993–2011:  Ascension holds an annual yard sale the first Saturday in June. 

The community lines up as early as 6 a.m.to wait for the opening at 8 a.m.. 

 March 1995:  Ascension buys a new organ through a capital campaign. 

 

1995:  Bill Valliere and Pastor Neu participate in a Lutheran Social Services 

Social Ministry Outreach program with five area Lutheran churches, 

determining that transportation is an unmet social ministry need in the 

community. 

 

1996:  Good News Garage travels from idea to reality. Ascension donates 

the first office space, and members donate the first cars to be repaired and 

given to individuals in need. 

 

1996:  The women of Ascension travel to Blue Gentian Lodge in 

Londonderry for their first weekend retreat, starting an annual tradition. 



 

1996:  Ascension celebrates its thirtieth anniversary: "Make a Joyful Noise 

to the Rock of Our Salvation." A huge rock, added to the church landscape, 

and a pewter Communion set, executed by Danforth Pewter of Middlebury, 

commemorate this anniversary. 

 
1998:  After years of members sharing church cleaning as a regular 

responsibility, Ascension hires its first sexton. 

 

Summer 1999:  Church property drainage is improved, and a paved parking 

lot makes potholes a distant memory. 

 
2000:  The  Ascension Memorial Garden is created and accepts its first 

interment. “Whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.”  

 

Summer 2002:  Joshua Rinas becomes Ascension's first Director of 

Christian Education. Ascension sponsors him on his path to ordination. 

 2003:  Valerie Rittershausen becomes Director of Youth Ministry. 

 

November 2003 through mid-2005:  Pastor George E. Mayer serves as 

Ascension’s Interim Pastor. 

 

Mid-2005 to October 2006:  Without an official pastor, Ascension keeps 

its ministries alive by a groundswell of lay support from within the 

congregation and by over a dozen visiting clergy, each of whom takes a turn 

leading our worship. 

 

October 2006:  Pastor Nancy Wright is installed and invites us to focus our 

efforts on caring for God's creation and on youth. 



 

January 28, 2007:  With its fortieth year just concluded, Ascension holds 

an anniversary celebration with the theme "Touch the Earth Lightly." 

 
Summer 2007:  Under the Outreach Committee, a new church sign, 

designed by Ascension’s Michelle Hobbs, is installed on Allen Road.  

 

September 2007:  Jake Hansen and Sam Swanson work together to initiate 

the Care for Creation Committee, covering such areas as global warming 

and sustainable energy sources, informing and motivating not only 

Ascension Lutheran, but all of Vermont as well. 

 
Spring 2008:  Harriet Richards donates an exterior cross that is mounted on 

the north wall of the church building. 

 

Spring 2008:  Ascension hosts “Greening Our Religions: An Interfaith 

Response to our Environmental Crisis,” a series of five Sunday evening 

lectures on the world’s religions with guest speakers from UVM. 

 

July 2009:  Ascension gets “Cool Congregation” status from the national 

Interfaith Power and Light. A new furnace is installed, and energy-saving 

light bulbs vastly decrease energy expenses. 

 

August 2009:  Youth minister Rachel Stampul becomes Director of Youth 

Ministry and kicks off an ecumenical youth program, Ripple. 

 

2009–2012:  The clean-up of Bartlett Brook and work in the woods behind 

the church take four years in collaboration with UVM students, youth from 

the church, and Ripple. 



 

2015–2016:  A meditation trail and labyrinth are created in Ascension’s 

woods. Parishioners and community members may walk and meditate in 

this cathedral space in the woods. 

 

2016:  A capital campaign provides the funds to purchase beautiful new 

chairs for the sanctuary, replacing the donated hotel “ballroom” chairs that 

had been used for decades. 

 

2014:  The men of Ascension reactivate the men’s breakfast, meeting on a 

Saturday each month—sometimes cooking, sometimes eating out. 

 

October 2014:  Quilters start meeting twice a month to cut, sew, and tie 

quilts for Lutheran World Relief. To date, more than seventy quilts from 

Ascension are warming the world. 

 

November 18, 2014:  Ascension hosts a Community Energy Mini-Fair to 

help people take action to improve the energy efficiency of their homes. 

 
December 2014:  Needing more space due to its success, Ascension Child 

Care moves to its Shelburne Road location. 

 

2015:  Ascension begins to rent space, providing a home to a variety of 

groups and services, including Prevent Child Abuse Vermont, St. Timothy’s 

Anglican Mission, a men’s group, instruction in Tai Chi, and music lessons. 

 
2015:  The annex is renovated for a permanent Sunday School space. 

Under Lydia Wisloski’s leadership, the Sunday School grows. 

 
December 2015:  The congregation passes a three-year long-range plan. 



A half-century ago, “God planted a seed” that continues to grow. 

These 50 reflections are but a sampling of Ascension Lutheran 

Church’s history, its ministry and service. Please add your own 

favorite memories below and create a personal keepsake of 

Ascension’s 50th anniversary year. 
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