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  HOLY HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE HILL OVERLOOKING ROBESONIA   

 

TRIAL BY FIRE – DECEMBER 1976 

Reverend Edward Cloughen was barely into his third month as Pastor of St. Daniel’s when 

catastrophe struck:  a fire destroyed the church and Sunday School building in the early 

morning hours of December 8, 1976. 

Reading Eagle newspaper coverage reported, “Historic St. Daniel’s (Corner) Lutheran 

Church in Heidelberg Township north of Robesonia was reduced to rubble early this 

morning by a windswept fire that kept 150 firemen from seven companies busy for more 

than five hours in freezing temperatures.” 

Tragically, the fire had been spotted from Berks County Prison and Reading Municipal 

Airport, almost 15 miles away, but not reported because it was apparently mistaken for 

controlled burnings being conducted at the Blue Marsh project. Dale Hartman, church 

sexton, was the first to report the blaze, calling in to Robesonia’s Pioneer Hose volunteer 

fire company. St. Daniel’s member Harold Ranck, who was also Robesonia’s Fire Chief, 

arrived on the scene at about 3 AM. Harold reported a “blazing inferno,” with the front 

windows of the church already blown out before the firefighting crews arrived. In spite of 

the massive e orts of all surrounding area fire companies, firefighters were unable to save 

the church structures. Mark and Nancy Wolfskill arrived on the scene after Dale Hartman 

called Mark, who was Council President at the time. Richard and Joyce Hassler also rushed 

to the church after being awakened by a neighbor pounding on the door and ringing the 

doorbell at their home to let them know he thought the church was on fire. Even in 2026, 

nearly 50 years later, Nancy and Joyce vividly recalled the profound sadness and 

helplessness they felt as they watched the church burn. 

The fire went through the roof of the church and the bell tower very quickly. The 65-year-old 

church bell, weighing 1800 pounds, fell into the basement – a truly awful sight to witness. 

The fire melted through the round stained glass window above the altar and then ignited the 

roof of the Sunday School building. 

A very cold temperature of 8° F and a strong wind made the firefighting more di icult. 

Harold Ranck recalled, “I went into the sexton’s house and when I went to take o  my coat, 

it stood alone, frozen straight.” Richard Hassler remembered the cold stating, “My pants 

legs were frozen sti . The water froze instantly. I couldn’t bend my legs.” 
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Assistant Robesonia Fire Chief Larry Rentschler, also a St. Daniel’s member, and other 

firemen assumed a post at the church pond along Church Street, pumping water to fight 

the fire. Despite their e orts, virtually none of the church structures could be saved. 

“By the time the fire had reached the education wing, a lot of the Sunday School 

furnishings had been carried out. We were concerned with saving the Sunday School,” said 

Harold Ranck, “but when the fire moved to the roof of that building and was above the 

firemen, we had to pull everybody out and fight the fire from the outside only.” 

Firemen and volunteers retrieved what they could. The church safe and Communion 

glasses were saved, along with tables, chairs, and kitchen equipment from the Sunday 

School and Fellowship Hall. Robert Koch remembered that some pieces of orchestra 

music had been collected, but most of Homer Landis’s handwritten music arrangements 

for the Sunday School Orchestra were lost. Among the items rescued from the fire was the 

nativity scene, which the congregation still displays each Christmas. Look for this 

treasured piece of St. Daniel’s history in the accompanying photo – and at church this 

Christmas season! 

Earlier this year before her passing, Joyce Hassler told the story of the handbells. Harold 

Ranck and Richard Hassler were able to save the two-octave set of handbells from the 

Sunday School basement before that area had to be evacuated due to the spreading fire. 

Joyce recalled that, later on the morning of the fire, 4 students who were members of the 

bell choir had come to her at Conrad Weiser high school where she worked to ask if she 

knew the status of the handbells. When Joyce confirmed to Ann Bright, Cathy Bright, Lori 

Ranck, and Teresa Wolfskill that they had been saved, there were tears of relief all around – 

including in April 2026 with the retelling of the story! 

Firefighters stayed on the scene virtually all day, then returned during the night and the next 

day to extinguish hot spots. Berks fire companies involved included Pioneer Co. of 

Robesonia, Wernersville, Womelsdorf, Bernville, and Mt. Pleasant. Lebanon County fire 

companies included Newmanstown and Keystone Fire Co. of Myerstown. With so many 

responding, other companies remained on standby to cover emergencies elsewhere. The 

Salvation Army canteen truck of Lebanon County and some of St. Daniel’s churchwomen 

provided food and hot co ee for the volunteers. Because only portions of the church and 

Sunday School walls remained – and stood close to Church Street and St. Daniel’s Road – 

the town called for the structures to be promptly demolished to protect passing motorists. 

Heavy equipment was brought in the next day and soon the rest of the walls came tumbling 

down. 
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Damage was estimated at $650,000. All furnishings and appointments were lost: pews, 

altar, a silver Communion chalice, Bibles, hymnals, and the beautiful stained glass window 

of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane, among other things. The all-wood pipe organ was 

totally destroyed. Valued at approximately $70,000, it had been recently restored at the 

cost of $21,000. Along with the church proper, the red brick Sunday School building was 

also damaged beyond repair. It included classrooms, a library, Pastor’s o ice, kitchen, and 

auditorium. It was di icult to assign a dollar value to the total destruction, but it was 

virtually impossible to express the sentiment associated with the loss. 

The cause of the fire was never determined, although State Police Fire Marshall Edward 

Gleason suspected an electrical cause from a second floor source, likely the choir gown 

room, where most of the electric lines were located. Harold Ranck had been in the 

basement in the early stages of the fire, and it did not appear that the fire had started there. 

The basement of the Sunday School su ered only water damage. Harold remarked that the 

furnace boiler had still been running as the fire was burning on the floors above, until the 

falling bell tower caused the fire to reach the church basement, cutting o  electricity. 

St. Daniel’s Church Council met that very evening, Wednesday, December 8, in the church 

parsonage on Big Spring Road. It was immediately decided that worship services would be 

held that Sunday and that St. Daniel’s would rebuild. Soon after the fire, Dr. Walter 

Rohrbach, Superintendent of the Conrad Weiser School District, o ered the high school as 

a meeting place for the St. Daniel’s congregation. 

As promised, the congregation conducted worship and shared the Sacrament of Holy 

Communion in the High School auditorium just 4 days later, on Sunday, December 12. The 

salvaged communion glasses were used in that first service after the fire. Larry Rentschler 

recalled, “The number of glasses was just right for the number of people at worship that 

day.” An altar saved from one of the classrooms was refinished and used as the main altar 

for the church services. Communion ware was borrowed from St. Paul’s UCC in Robesonia. 

Approximately 300 people attended the emotion-filled service, opening with “The Church’s 

One Foundation” as the processional and with the hymn “My Hope Is Built On Nothing 

Less,” sung from hymnals which had been donated by other congregations. The choir, in 

borrowed gowns, led the music under the direction of Miriam Borkert. The Sunday School 

Orchestra, under the leadership of George Koch, was appreciated as never before. The set 

of handbells rescued from the Sunday School basement took on added significance in the 

services following the fire. St. Daniel’s members rallied to support one another with 

precious few of the physical elements that had accompanied their worship in the former 

church. 
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The sermon focused on the church – not the building, but the people. Pastor Edward 

Cloughen emphasized in his message that though the church building had burned to the 

ground, the “Church with a capital C” would remain. Stewardship, cooperation, and mutual 

support for one another were also stressed in that message. “We have a big job before us,” 

said Pastor Cloughen, “but we have a God who is even bigger, and who o ers us His 

strength and wisdom to complete that job. Let’s get to work!” 

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 

celebration of the 250th anniversary. More details regarding this topic are found in Chapter 

2 – The Church Grows. Additional details from member interviews for the 250th anniversary 

and from 2026 conversations with Joyce Hassler and Nancy Wolfskill. The majority of 

photos and newspaper clippings from albums owned by Margie Baerncopf, Joyce Hassler, 

Nancy Wolfskill, and Deanie Yoh. Remaining photos from St. Daniel’s archives or as noted. 

 

#StDaniels #StDanielsLutheranChurch #EckKirche #CornerChurch 

#OnTheHillOverlookingRobesonia #RobesoniaPA #1751StDaniels2026 #275thAnniversary 

#HolyHighlights #History #OurHistory #ChurchFire #8December1976 

#ReverendEdwardCloughen #WorshipAtCWHS #LetsGetToWork #ALotHappensIn275Years  

 

 
St. Daniel’s Lutheran Church, before and after the fire. 

Joyce Hassler clippings. 
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Above: A Reading Eagle article with a collage 

of photos contains a somewhat cruel reminder 

that it was only 14 shopping days till 

Christmas. The editor might have chosen a 

di erent location for that filler graphic! 

Joyce Hassler clipping. 

Above: Lebanon Daily News article, 

December 10, 1976. Joyce Hassler 

clipping. 

 

Below: December 8, 1976 Reading 

Eagle photo of the burned Sunday 

School building. Geraldine Yoh clipping. 
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Reading Eagle photos – December 9, 1976.  Marge Baerncopf clippings. 

The remaining walls are being knocked down. 
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Above & Below: Before the walls of the Sunday School building 

were knocked down. 

Above & Below: Heavy equipment knocks down walls of the 

church and Sunday School building. 

   
All photos in this grouping: St. Daniel’s archives. 
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Even among the ruins, the round opening makes the location of the Garden of Gethsemane window unmistakable. 

 

 

 
 

Top left and bottom right photos: St. Daniels’ archives 

Bottom left photo: Joyce Hassler; Top right photo: Nancy Wolfskill 
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The church ruins as seen from the left and right sides. The stone wall (L) and the parking spaces (R) seen in the photos still exist 

today at the Memorial Garden.  Joyce Hassler photos. 

  

In the ruins. Photos from St. Daniels’ archives. 
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From a 250th Anniversary calendar of church history published in 2001. 

 



 

Posted to Facebook by Kim Henning 

September 3, 2026  Page 13 of 14 

The bulletin from Sunday, December 12, 1976 – 1st worship service after the fire, held at the high school. 

  
 

  



 

Posted to Facebook by Kim Henning 

September 3, 2026  Page 14 of 14 

 

  
 


