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  HOLY HIGHLIGHTS FROM THE HILL OVERLOOKING ROBESONIA   

 

LET’S GET TO WORK! – THE ROAD TO RECOVERY AFTER THE FIRE 

The shock and grief resulting from the fire of December 8, 1976, were far from over, but 
almost immediately attention turned to the future. When Pastor Edward Cloughen ended 
his first sermon after the fire with the words, “Let’s get to work!” the congregation of St. 

Daniel’s took those words to heart. There were countless decisions to be made: where to 
worship, how to continue the Sunday School and other ministries, what to do with the 
ruins, and, most importantly, how and where to rebuild. The fire had destroyed St. Daniel’s 

church building, but it had not destroyed St. Daniel’s. The long work of recovery had begun. 

The congregation began moving forward immediately after the fire. Within 24 hours, the 
Church Council had decided to rebuild. Mark Wolfskill, Council President, was appointed 
Chairman of the Building Committee for the new church. Additional committee members 

were Pastor Cloughen, Thomas Alexander, Randall Bright, Richard Faust, Richard Hassler, 
Robert Koch, Carl Labe, Linda Preston, Harold Ranck, and Linda Rentschler. The 

congregation continued choir practices and Bible study sessions. And, since the fire 
occurred shortly before Christmas, the congregation remained committed to holding the 

Sunday School Christmas program and worship services for the Christmas season. Trinity 
Lutheran Church and St. Paul’s UCC in Robesonia offered their facilities so St. Daniel’s 

schedule could continue uninterrupted. 

In the days after the fire, once insurance investigators had completed their survey, church 
members participated in a cleanup campaign in an effort to salvage anything of value that 
might remain buried in the rubble. Harold Ranck, Mark Wolfskill, Richard Hassler, Carl 

Labe, Pastor Cloughen, and others literally dug through the ruins for anything that might be 

saved. The men eventually unearthed what remained of the church bell. The cornerstones 

of the church buildings – dated 1751-1814, 1911, and 1951 for the Sunday School building – 

were also retrieved. All were eventually laid in the foundation of the new [current] church 
building. Throughout the day of the fire and in the days that followed, members gathered at 
the sexton’s home across from the church to salvage books, equipment, and furniture, then 

cleaned soot-covered items in the parsonage yard or took them home for cleaning. The 
remaining debris was removed from the site. 

St. Daniel’s members were not alone in the test that lay before them, but were supported 
by other congregations, the church at large, and the community. The Conrad Weiser School 

Board agreed on a rental fee of $30 per Sunday for use of the high school starting in January 

1977, which was $10 less than the district’s regular rental fee. Elsie Shartle, St. Daniel’s 
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Director of Christian Education in 1976, utilized donated Bibles and Sunday School 
literature for classes that met in the foyer and hallways of the school. Over the next year, 
Lenten services and a Thanksgiving Eve service were held at Bethany Chapel at the Bethany 

Children’s Home in Womelsdorf. Trinity Lutheran Church in Reading gave St. Daniel’s a loan 
of $50,000, plus choir gowns, hymnals, and other things needed for worship. Several local 
congregations combined efforts in a matching funds project, with the money going to St. 

Daniel’s building fund. 

To help finance the rebuilding and pay the debt, the congregation held a public sale in April 

1977 of salvaged equipment as well as other items donated by the congregation. Some of 

the items included 115 folding chairs, banquet tables, coat racks, bookshelves, kitchen 
equipment, and toilets. Members also developed creative fundraising projects using 
materials recovered from the fire. Melted portions of the church bell were made into 
miniature bells, while the largest intact portion – about one-third of the original bell – was 
later erected in the Memorial Garden, where it still hangs. Herbert Stump, a pattern maker, 
created a wooden pattern for the miniature bells. Cleaver Wartluft and Richard Hassler 
took the metal fragments to Crescent Brass, a foundry in Reading, to be cast. The Williams 

Brass Company polished the castings, and Joseph Bechtel made wooden stands for them. 
Approximately 257 bells were produced and sold for $25 each. In another project, Richard 
Faust made stained glass crosses from blue glass recovered from the windows of the 
Sunday School building. A testament to their enduring significance, many current members 
still treasure the bells and crosses they have kept for decades. One of each is included in 
our archives and currently on display. 

The determination of the congregation to move forward and start anew resulted in the 
building of a new church. An architect and a builder were hired and, after discussing and 
debating the options, in February 1977 the congregation decided to build the new church 

on the site of the parsonage. The new church was dedicated on November 5, 1978, about 
one month short of two years from the date of the fire. 

The devastation of December 8, 1976, gave way to an enduring spirit of unity and service 
among the members. That unity, together with the capable leadership of the Rev. Edward 
Cloughen and Church Council President Mark Wolfskill, strengthened the congregation 

throughout its recovery. The events of that day continued to shape St. Daniel’s long after 
the ashes had cooled and the buildings had been replaced. 

Now, fifty years later, as St. Daniel’s celebrates its 275th anniversary, the events of 1976 
stand as a powerful reminder of the resilience of this congregation. The fire destroyed 
nearly everything within the church and Sunday School buildings, yet it did not end the 
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story of St. Daniel’s. Perhaps just as extraordinary is how much of that story survived. 
Photographs, documents, records, newspaper clippings, and other pieces of our history 
endured and have been preserved through the decades, allowing us today to tell not only 

the story of the fire, but so many chapters of St. Daniel’s long and storied history. 

The buildings were lost, but the “Church with a capital C” – and remarkably, so much of its 

story – survived. 

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 are from albums owned by Margie Baerncopf, Joyce 
Hassler, and Nancy Wolfskill. Remaining photos from St. Daniel’s archives or as noted. 
 

#StDaniels #StDanielsLutheranChurch #EckKirche #CornerChurch 

#OnTheHillOverlookingRobesonia #RobesoniaPA #1751StDaniels2026 #275thAnniversary 

#HolyHighlights #History #OurHistory #ChurchFire #8December1976 

#ReverendEdwardCloughen #LetsGetToWork #Rebuild #MiniBells #StainedGlassCrosses 

#ChurchWithACapitalC #ALotHappensIn275Years 
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Recovering the church bell from the ruins. 

Photos above and below courtesy Nancy Wolfskill 

  
Pastor Cloughen watches as the bell is pulled from 

the rubble 

Richard Hassler, Harold Ranck, Mark Wolfskill 

  
Photo from St. Daniel’s archives Bell in Mark Wolfskill’s truck - Joyce Hassler photo 
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Continued cleanup of the site.  Joyce Hassler photos. 

  

Members sift through the rubble. The former church site has been cleared. 

Photos from St. Daniel’s archives. 
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Reading Eagle article - February 21, 1977 

Joyce Hassler clipping 

 
Reading Eagle article - February 10, 1977 

Joyce Hassler clipping 

Reading Eagle article - June 1, 1977 

Joyce Hassler clipping 
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The public sale was held on the parking lot facing 

N. Church Street that is now a grassy area at the 
base of the Heidelberg Cemetery property. The 

church was located where the flat area of dirt is 
in the upper left of the photo. 

 
 

Joyce Hassler photos. 

 

Joyce Hassler works the sale.

 

 

Need a toilet or 4?
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Reading Eagle photo 

Joyce Hassler clipping 

Reading Eagle photo – October 16, 1978 

Joyce Hassler clipping 
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Photos by Kim Henning  
 

 

 
Artifact: A piece of melted and twisted glass from a stained glass 

window.  From the Ranck family. 
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Artifacts salvaged from the ruins – these are displayed in the cabinet in the Narthex. 
 

 

 
2 offering plates melted together 

 

Photos by Kim Henning  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mangled Communion tray.  There appears to be a glass 

melted in the tray – look at the bottom center of the photo. 
 

 

 
Medallion; uncertain of its source 

Hymnal with water and fire damage 
 

Bible stand missing the 

platform 

 


