
A brief history of Bethel  
Bethel Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church was founded on February 4, 1914, with a grand total of 24 
members signing the roster. The church’s mission: To minister to Danish immigrants and their 
descendants in the Fresno area in their native language.  

Three years later, on August 19, 1917, the cornerstone was laid at the corner of Coast (now Broadway) 
and Sumner (now Nevada). Some wondered who in the world would go that far out of town to go to 
church?! But 3 months and $15,000 later, the congregation dedicated their completed church, built in 
the style that was so common and recognizable in Denmark. 

The 40’s marked a time of change for the congregation. In 1941, English became the congregational 
language, and the church dropped “Danish” from its name, becoming Bethel Evangelical Lutheran 
Church. The mortgage was paid off, and a pipe organ was installed, reflecting the importance of music in 
congregational worship. 

The 50’s saw some expansion. The area to the south of the church was residential until the church 
bought it in 1955, for $6500. It was the baby boomer years, so the Sunday School was overflowing the 
rooms in the church basement, and the pastor and church secretary sat on opposite sides of the same 
desk in the tiny office.  

So in 1957, a fundraising drive was held to build a Parish Hall on the newly-acquired land, complete with 
classrooms, office space, a full kitchen, air conditioning…and more bathroom space (a necessity of each 
succeeding generation, it seems!). The Parish Hall was completed at a cost of $80,00, and dedicated on 
December 8, 1958. 

More building came in the 1970’s, when the chancel area of the church was remodeled. A ramp was 
built on the north side of the church for easier access. And a fire escape was added to the south side so 
that people in the balcony could slip out after worship and hit the coffee line ahead of the crowd. 

But what was changing more than the building was the area around the church. A new population, many 
of them Spanish-speaking immigrants, became a new focus of Bethel’s mission. Some of the Bethel 
moms headed up Story Hour, a once-a-week after-school outreach program for neighborhood children. 
There was a seniors’ outreach program that resulted in Bethel being chosen as the site for a weekday 
hot meals program that’s now housed at the Ted Wills Center. A Spanish-speaking ministry program was 
started, led by lay pastor Higinio Hernandez and his wife, Benita. The congregation sponsored two 
families from Southeast Asia – the Truong family of 9 (with one on the way) from Vietnam and mother-
and-son Siv Mei and Huoy Huang, from Cambodia. And at the age of 62, in 1979, Bethel was placed on 
the local Historical Register. 

During the 80’s, the children of the English-speaking and Spanish-speaking congregations joined 
together in Sunday School, Vacation Bible School, youth group, and in special activities like Halloween 
parties. And in 1987, Bethel voted to join the newly formed Evangelical Lutheran Church in America 
(ELCA). 

The 90’s saw Bethel continue to reach out to our community in Christian love by participating in the 
Angel Tree Program of Prison Fellowship to provide Christmas gifts and a Christmas party for the 
children of prison inmates; tutoring at nearby Lowell Elementary School; welcoming the Fresno County 



Well Baby Clinic to operate in our Parish Hall once a month; and providing goodies and prayer for the 
police  officers in our area through the Adopt-a-Briefing program. 

In the past few years, the camping program at Mt. Cross Lutheran Camp in Santa Cruz has become a 
important part of Bethel’s support of their young people in growing in the Christian faith. The yearly 
Trunk-or-Treat event on Halloween has given the neighborhood children a safe place to enjoy the 
holiday. The quarterly Community Events have been a great time to gather with those in the 
neighborhood for fellowship with a meal, games, science projects, blood pressure checks, and prayer. 
Taking communion to homebound members and friends ensures that they can participate in all that God 
has to offer. And worshiping God through sharing the Bible and music together continues to be a focus, 
week in and week out. 

Bethel looks forward to whatever God calls the congregation to do next! 

Ministries that have spanned the generations 
 Great music has always been a focus. And over the years, Bethel’s choir (which had just 7 

members when it first started out!) has been an ongoing source of inspiration and blessing in 
worship.  

 Sunday School and Vacation Bible School have been great ways for children to grow in faith and 
invite their friends to join in. 

 Confirmation class for middle schoolers has been a key time for young people to learn more 
about their faith and strengthen their commitment to God. 

 The Bethel Luther League (high school youth group) has provided Bible study and social 
activities for our youth – and somehow God has used all the fun and conversation to build 
strong Christians who’ve provided leadership in congregations throughout the world.  

 A women’s group has existed since the beginning at Bethel, and though the names have 
changed over the years (from Ladies’ Aid and Daughters of Bethel to the current Bethel 
Lutheran Church Women), the mission has been much the same: the women have always 
worked to study God’s Word, to provide fellowship opportunities (and lots of food!), to support 
charitable ministries, and to help fund improvement projects.  

 Likewise, the men who have gathered to share God’s Word have built lifelong friendships, 
provided a helping hand to anyone in need…and unobtrusively repaired everything in sight. 

So we thank and praise God for the way He’s used Bethel to spread the Gospel, year after year. And we 
pray for His guidance and His ongoing love and care as He lights our path into the future. 


