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  HOLY HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE HILL OVERLOOKING ROBESONIA   

 

1951 SUNDAY SCHOOL BUILDING ADDITION – MAKING ROOM FOR FAITH 

As we previously learned, the Pavilion, a one-story frame building diagonally across the 

street from the church, had been serving as an educational building since shortly after the 

Sunday School was founded in 1920. For years – decades, in fact – the goal was to have a 

dedicated space. The first meeting of the Improvement Committee took place in January 

1948. By 1950, Sunday School attendance had grown to approximately 250, and 

Superintendent Calvin Brown believed that with the right space, that number could double. 

With the program continuing to outgrow its available facilities, in 1950 the St. Daniel’s 

congregation voted to build a Christian Education Building at a cost of about $90,000 and 

to renovate the church interior at a cost of about $30,000. Approximately 1/3 of the cost of 

construction was available before it began, thanks to proceeds from the Reading Fair 

Stand, the Building Fund, and the Sunday School’s fundraising e orts.  The contractor 

allowed volunteer work to be done to lower costs, and – as always – St. Daniel’s members 

stepped up for that e ort, including (among other things) moving bricks, digging lines for 

water pipes, lifting girders into place, and completing carpentry work for the installation of 

wooden ceilings and staircases. 

Before it came to fruition, there was much discussion and debate over the construction 

activities, what exactly would be included, and for how much.  The Improvement 

Committee, including Rev. Elmer Leisey, defined options which were discussed with an 

architect, Mr. Howard Eiler, which were then further refined, with several iterations of this 

process. Questionnaires (750 of them!) were distributed to the congregation for input 

regarding their wants and needs as it related to both the church remodel and the proposed 

Sunday School building.  A big consideration for both construction requirements and 

associated costs was whether the Sunday School building would be a completely separate 

building (more expensive) or an addition to the existing church building. There were a lot of 

discussions about having an actual gymnasium in the Sunday School building which would 

even include a regulation basketball floor; after much discussion, this was dropped in 

February 1949. There was concern over disturbing the old graveyard, which would have 

legal ramifications; something Rev. Leisey really wanted to avoid. Constructing a new 

building next to the Sexton’s house, updating the Pavilion, and tying all 3 together with a 

shared heating system was yet another idea. And in July 1949, a discussion was held with 

the Church Council of Trinity Lutheran Church in Robesonia to consider merging and 

constructing a new building for the combined churches; neither congregation chose to 

pursue the idea. The magnitude and associated cost went up and down and up and down 
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with several rounds of architectural drawings, but eventually it settled on a less grandiose 

project with a lower cost that was deemed realistically possible. 

Although the congregation had hoped to avoid it, the construction project ultimately 

required the relocation of 19 bodies from their graves. This was necessary before 

excavation for the new Sunday School building could begin. Obtaining authorization was a 

lengthy process that took several years. Approval by the congregation on July 30, 1950, 

paved the way and legal permission through the Berks County Court was obtained on 

October 20, 1950. Tom Alexander and the Daughters of the American Revolution traced the 

relatives. Recommittal services were conducted on Sunday, May 6, 1951, following the 

regular church service, with a firing squad from the Bernville Post of the American Legion 

participating in honoring the Revolutionary War dead with a proper salute and the playing of 

Taps. 

The cornerstone was laid on August 19, 1951, for the new addition to the west end of the 

church building, concluding the 200th Anniversary celebration of St. Daniel’s founding. In 

an interview for the 250th anniversary, Elsie Shartle recalled that she had the honor of 

placing an item in the cornerstone in 1951. The Sunday School building was used for the 

first time on June 29, 1952.  Long desiring such a space, the new building filled with 

students was Sunday School founder Calvin Brown’s “dream come true.” 

The two-story brick building with a full basement could be entered indoors from the 

chancel of the church, from an outside entrance on St. Daniel’s Road, or via a basement 

“tunnel” from the stairs near the church’s front door. With the Sunday School building 

connected to the church, the large, round stained glass window depicting Jesus praying in 

the Garden of Gethsemane remained visible from both sides – above the altar in the church 

and above the stage in the Sunday School building. Rev. David Wartluft, son of the 

congregation, and Robert Koch described the Sunday School building as being based 

conceptually on the “Akron Plan” – a popular design approach for churches and Sunday 

School facilities that originated in Akron, Ohio, in the late 1860s. The Sunday School 

building had hardwood floors and blue stained glass windows. The main floor housed the 

Pastor’s study, church o ice and library, music room, stage, and a large nave, with pews for 

the adult classes and for openings and closings of the Sunday School at large. Nursery and 

Primary classes surrounded the nave and were separated from it by chalkboard partitions 

that could be opened to expand the entire first floor, which was especially useful for 

Vacation Bible School and Sunday School programs with large attendance. The ceiling of 

the nave was open to the second floor, with a visible balcony that wrapped around this 

floor. This was sectioned with additional classrooms for high school students. The 
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basement had space for the Junior Department classes as well as a Fellowship Hall and 

kitchen. Taking the place of the old Pavilion, social events and dinners are just some of the 

activities that took place in the Fellowship Hall, as well as bell choir and other music 

rehearsals. 

The basement tunnel seems to have left quite an impression!  Sue Ellefson recently shared 

that, “It always felt like a secret passageway!” Susie Zerbe added, “After choir practice and 

after Sunday School we would use the tunnel to go to the church. There was another short 

hallway that went out a door to St. Daniel’s Road on the south side. You could duck in there 

and wait for the next people to come and jump out to scare them. If the lights were o , it 

was pitch black and like a dungeon with stone walls.” In interviews for St. Daniel’s 250th 

anniversary, members of the Junior Choir and others shared memories of running through 

the tunnel, and frequently having the lights turned o  on them while they were in the 

tunnel. Choir member Linda Rentschler recalls being scared in the tunnel (perhaps by 

Susie?!). 

Fun fact: there were no bathrooms in the church until renovations were made to the church 

at the same time as the building of the Sunday School addition. Prior to that there were 

outhouses located near the Pavilion (across the street!). 

Later growth resulted in remodeling of the Sunday School building in the 1960s, which 

substantially increased the space available by converting the basement into additional 

classrooms. Sue Ellefson recalls it being a treat when the adults would allow the kids to 

help push/pull the heavy folding wall curtains that hung from ceiling tracks to section o  

di erent areas for classrooms. 

The Sunday School addition was a spacious building that bustled with activity under the 

pastorates of Rev. Elmer Leisey and Rev. James Miller. How devastating that this long-

desired facility was lost along with the church itself during the fire of December 8, 1976! 

Although we are fortunate to have a wealth of archival material from our 275-year history, 

we do not appear to have any photographs of the Sunday School building’s interior, or 

perhaps they were lost in the fire. If you have any interior photos, we would be grateful if you 

would share them. 

What an amazing and enduring history we share! 

Follow this space throughout the year for snippets of St. Daniel's history from 1751 to 2026. 

 

Historical details taken from the 'St. Daniel's Evangelical Lutheran Church "Eck Kirche" 

1751-2001' church history book written by the St. Daniel's History Committee in 
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celebration of the 250th anniversary. More details regarding this topic are found in Chapter 

2 – The Church Grows – Construction of the Second Church, 1814-1817 and Chapter 4 – 

Ministry – Sunday School and Christian Education. Additional details from Parish Records 

from the applicable years, Improvement Committee and Church Council meeting minutes, 

the Sunday School 75th Anniversary 1920-1995 booklet, and member interviews for the 

250th anniversary. Personal memories provided by Sue Ellefson and Susie Zerbe. Photos 

from St. Daniel’s archives or as noted. 

 

#StDaniels #StDanielsLutheranChurch #EckKirche #CornerChurch 

#OnTheHillOverlookingRobesonia #RobesoniaPA #1751StDaniels2026 #275thAnniversary 

#HolyHighlights #History #OurHistory #SundaySchoolBuilding #EducationalBuilding 

#ChristianEducationBuilding #1951Cornerstone #SundaySchool #ReverendElmerLeisey #Fire 

#ALotHappensIn275Years  

 

 

From the 1937 Parish Record. 

 

From the 1953 Parish Record.  

View of the Sunday School 

building attached to the rear 

(west) end of the church 

building.  Photo taken from 

the south side (from what is 

currently Heidelberg 

Cemetery property). 
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Cornerstone laying – August 19, 1951.  Rev. Elmer Leisey on the right. 

Photo by Owen C. Stout. 

 
Cornerstone laying – August 19, 1951.  Photo by Owen C. Stout. 
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Documentation of the process that was legally required for moving graves. 
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A truly amazing Aerial Survey photo of the church and Sunday School building. 

 

 
Sunday School Primary Department outside the Sunday School building, 1952. 
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Interior of the 2nd church building after 1964 remodeling.  Note the circular stained glass window over the 

altar depicting Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane.  This was visible from the opposite side as well, in 

the nave of the Sunday School building. Photo by B.F. Reber Sept 24, 1964. 
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The church and Sunday School addition. 

 

 
Reading Times photo from December 9, 1976, one day after the fire that destroyed both 

buildings. 
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Photos by Kim Henning. 

    
The time capsule box was also recovered after the fire, with some surviving contents such 

as newspaper articles. 


