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was agreed to begin regular worship services on July 4, 1948. 

              Am Vet Post #49 kindly consented to allow the li� le band of believers to use 

its facili� es located in a Quonset hut on Chiquita Lane, and on Independence Day 

1948, a total of 35 people assembled for worship. 

  Every Sunday therea� er, services were held; on Wednesday evenings, Pastor 

Gravrock gave lectures on the history and aims of the church. But the li� le church 

did not grow. In fact, recalled founding member John Beyer in his history of Ascen-

sion, that fi rst a� endance fi gure was not matched again. 

“It became increasingly diffi  cult to raise the rent money ($50), and in this period, the 

congrega� on struggled to be—or not to be,” he wrote.

           A� endance kept shrinking. One Sunday, Beyer recalled, it was down to three 

people. The off ering plate had to be passed twice to raise the customary $3 weekly 

salary for the pastor.

  “The fi nal blow came when word was received that we would not receive any mission help in 

any shape, form or fashion, simply because we were too few in 

number,” Beyer wrote. “It was then that Pastor Gravrock called a mee� ng of his remain-

ing faithful li� le fl ock. He put it bluntly to the half-dozen members present:

  “‘Do you want to go on or disband?’

   “For a while, which seemed like an eternity,” Beyer 

con� nued, “there was a deadly silence. It was fi nally broken by 

the voice [that] seemed to come out of the wilderness, saying, 

‘If we disband now, it may be a long � me, if ever, before we start 

another church. Where there is a will, there is a way. It is up to us 

to fi nd that way.’

   “That night was the real beginning of Ascension Lutheran Church of Thousand 

Oaks,” Beyer wrote.

 NEXT: Build It and They Will Come—Really?

History of Ascension, Chapter 1(con� nued)
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Part 2

 “Do you want to go on or disband?” Faced with that tough ques! on, six determined Chris! an Lutherans decided 

to forge ahead to build a Lutheran church in the Conejo Valley.

 Once the decision to go on was made, the ! ny group of 

worshippers was galvanized into ac! on. On Aug. 20, 1948, a 

temporary church council was convened; the group decided to 

purchase a one-acre site at the corner of Conejo School Road and Los 

Feliz Road – 158 Conejo School Road – for $1,500 cash (most of the 

money was put up by Walter Reynold). The transac! on was 

completed that very day.

 A war-surplus building was purchased for $300, dragged up 

the Conejo Grade from Oxnard, and moved onto the lot on Jan. 27, 

1949. The building consisted of a frame with four rooms and a small 

hall. The plan was to use it as a combined church and Sunday 

School, and later, as a building for the Sunday School. 

 But fi rst, it had to be repaired. A small group—Beyer, Reynold, Leonard Ohlrich, and Henry and Norris Paulsen—

volunteered ! me, materials, and labor. They set the structure on a founda! on and repaired it so it was usable. They also 

obtained dona! ons of lumber and founda! on blocks from area businesses—a huge help since no funds were forthcom-

ing from the Mission Board. Finally, on Feb. 20, 1949, the fi rst services were held in the church’s new home. 

 Even though there was now a structure, the fl edgling church had not been formally organized. So, on April 3, the 

group of faithful parishioners met in the hall, approved the formal organiza! on of the congrega! on, and adopted a 

cons! tu! on and by-laws. The group also decided to join the Evangelical Lutheran Synod, formerly known as the 

“Norwegian Lutheran Church of America” (NLCA), which was founded in 1946. The new church boasted 22 charter 

members and 12 children – a total of 34 souls. 

 The business of the church followed in quick succession: April 6, offi  cers of the church nominated; April 8, of-

fi cers elected; April 14, fi rst communion held (Maundy Thursday); and April 17, fi rst Easter services held. 

 By the end of October 1949, the congrega! on had a new pastor, Pastor Ommund Nielsen, to whom they had to 

pay $6 a week, double what they had paid Pastor Gravrock. 

 On March 13, 1950, the church became incorporated under the laws of the State of California as “Ascension 

Evangelical Lutheran Church of Thousand Oaks”.  John Beyer, Alexander Herzog, and Henry Paulsen were trustees and 

directors. Norris Paulson was president and Walter Reynold, secretary and treasurer.

 Ascension was fi nally formally organized and had a building. Now the real work would begin. How could this 

small band of Lutherans get people to come and hear about God’s love and grace?

NEXT: The Struggle and the Children 

The church’s own fi rst building was a shabby, war 

surplus structure on Conejo School Road.
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Part Three

 The newly formed Ascension had it all together—

incorpora! on, a church council, a building that worked. But where 

were the people?

  Incorporated or not, the church was s! ll struggling. 

A" endance was slight; so was the off ering (Easter Sunday 1949 

brought in a whopping $16.25).

 “It was as if you could hear Jesus ask the ques! on he once 

asked of his disciples in John 6:67, ‘Will ye also go away?’”, cofounder 

John Beyer recalled in his history of Ascension.

 “The one encouraging and bright spot in this struggling 

congrega! on was the Sunday School,” he remembered. “It was the 

guiding and also driving force which carried the church through its 

darkest days.” 

 Through the eff orts of Beyer’s wife, Myrtle, and other women, 

the Sunday School grew to 65 children. The 

Beyers and others literally drove around town picking up children and bringing them to Sunday School.

 “Some of the children brought their parents later to church,” Beyer wrote. “When we looked at the children that 

God was sending to us to be instructed in His Word, we had to go forward for them. And we remembered Isaiah saying, 

‘…and a li" le child shall lead them’; and Jesus said, ‘suff er the li" le children to come unto me and forbid them not, for of 

such is the kingdom of heaven.’”

 By 1951, the church had outgrown the war-surplus structure; the congrega! on decided to build a new sanctuary, 

and the fi rst service in the addi! on was held on Easter Sunday, March 25, 1951. It was, Beyer recalled, “not much of a 

building—just the bare walls, three trusses and the heavens for a roof.”

 But it was “fi lled to overfl owing that day,” Beyer said.

 Comple! ng the new sanctuary was slow. “The bulk of the fi nancing and the burden of physical labor rested pri-

marily on four families,” Beyer wrote, adding that a small group worked two nights a week, some! mes un! l 10 or 11 at 

night, to fi nish the structure. 

 On Sept. 23, 1951, a service was held for laying of the cornerstone and dedica! on of the new church. It is this 

cornerstone that was ul! mately removed from the fi rst sanctuary on Conejo School Road and moved to 1600 E. Hillcrest 

Drive, where it resides at the foot of the stairs.

 By May 1953, the sanctuary was fi nally completed. The li" le church was now fi rmly established in the Conejo 

Valley—enough so that the Mission Board “became remorseful and off ered us a loan of $5,000 interest free for one 

year,” Beyer recalled. That money went a long way, paying off  the remaining debts, building a parsonage and adding 

rooms.

  “It was a great challenge,” Beyer said of establishing and building the church. “Li" le will be remembered of 

those who worked on it. There were untold headaches and many heartaches. …As I look back now, building this church 

was more a case of ignorance than it was faith. But our womenfolk maintain that it was prayer and faith that built the 

church.” 

NEXT: A Gigan! c Leap of Faith

The sanctuary at Conejo School Road
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      Pieced together by blood, sweat and tears, as well as a faith 

that stuck, the church called Ascension Lutheran on Conejo School 

Road was growing. But was God calling it to be more than a church?

      Prayers and faith swept Ascension along the years. The church 

grew, and by the late 1950s, it was very apparent that the 

congrega! on was outgrowing its facili! es. Membership had ballooned 

to 172 people. Ascension needed a new site.

      So, on Sept. 13, 1960, a near-three-acre site on Hillcrest Drive 

was purchased for $20,500 and the church buildings on Conejo School 

Road were sold to the Nazarene congrega! on for $50,000 (the 

building is now owned by the Elks Club).

 Construc! on on the sanctuary (now our Founder’s Hall) and 

Sunday School classrooms began on Dec. 7, 1960. On June 4, 1961, 

they were dedicated “to the service of God.”

 By this ! me, membership had mushroomed to 307; the total 

cost of the building project was $80,000.  It was a far cry from Ascension’s beginnings, when 36 members 

worshipped in a $300 war-surplus structure. 

 There was a prayer on the back of the dedica! on booklet:

“A Prayer for Our Church

 Here may Thy children meet in glad devo! on to Thee;

 Here may Thy way be taught and Thy Kingdom established;

 Here may Thy name be hallowed and Thy glory praised;

 And here may life in its fullness be nourished and guided,

 And the social bonds of fellowship in the Lord Jesus 

 Built up in mutual love and service.

      In Jesus’ Name.

                      Amen.”

 Ascension knew Whose it was, and what its call was and, as always in Ascension’s history, there was s! ll more 

work to be done to carry out that call. Once again, it centered around the children.

 At a congrega! onal mee! ng in February 1963, then-Pastor Gerhard Knutson made a mo! on to inves! gate 

the possibility of establishing a Chris! an day school. The Church Council followed up, and in May, two members, Herb 

Bockelman and Ray Darden, presented a cau! ous proposal that called for the church to start a kindergarten-only day 

school that school year, 1963-64. If the pilot program proved unsuccessful, it would be abandoned. Moderately success-

ful would mean con! nuing the kindergarten-only model. Good success would result in expanding the program to include 

fi rst grade. At a special congrega! onal mee! ng, the plan was passed by 85 percent of the vote.

 On Sept. 10, 1963, almost three years to the day since the Hillcrest property was purchased, Ascension Lutheran 

School opened—that is, the kindergarten opened. Helen Celentano was the teacher and there were 15 children. 

 The program was a solid success. A# er that, the school grew at a rate of almost one new grade every year, with 

the eighth grade being established in 1972.                                                                                               (con! nued next page)

Mrs. Helen Celentano, Ascension Lutheran 

School’s fi rst teacher, with the fi rst kindergarten 

class, 1963.



Ascension History, Part Four (con� nued)
 “Li� le did we realize, not even in our wildest dreams, that 25 years later [a� er the church was established], we 

would grow to a membership of 360 families and a parochial school from kindergarten to eighth grade,” Beyer said 

during the church’s 25th anniversary celebra� on in 1973.

 The various church councils read the wri� ng on the wall. Ascension would need room to con� nue to grow, so 

parcels of land were acquired over � me, beginning with the small half-acre Treister property, which became a much-

needed parking lot. 

 The growth of the church also sparked a need for an all-purpose building that could be used for congrega� onal 

get-togethers, as well as for students, for offi  ces and for food prepara� on. That need launched a capital campaign, with 

the goal of $400,000. By April 4, 1976, the goal having been achieved, ground was broken for Pederson Hall, named in 

honor of Pete Pederson, who had le�  a bequest of $190,000 to the church. The new gymnasium-kitchen-offi  ce-mee� ng 

rooms addi� on was an early Christmas gi� , dedicated Dec. 12, 1976.

 What, though, to do with the bequest? That ques� on deserved a commi� ee, so the Church Council convened 

the Pederson Fund Commi� ee to determine the answer. The determina� on: create an Ascension Lutheran Founda� on 

“for receiving gi� s, holding the gi� s in perpetuity and expending the interest gained…on charitable, educa� on and reli-

gious purposes of signifi cance to Ascension Lutheran Church.”

 The founda� on was offi  cially established on May 18, 1980. The church, the school, the founda� on—all the 

pieces of “One Ascension”—were now in place.

               NEXT: Moving Forward on Shaky Ground



Part Five

 By the 1970s and ’80s, Ascension, the church that almost wasn’t, was fl ourishing. It boasted a growing member-

ship, a thriving day school, and a Founda� on that was gaining steam. But it would soon learn that following God’s lead 

didn’t always mean the way would be easy.

 By 1978, Ascension was large enough to warrant three pastors. Pastor Willis Moerer, installed in October 1977, 

was soon joined by Pastor Verner Carlsen in January 1978 and Pastor Larry Wagner, September 1978. They were 

quickly—and fondly—dubbed “two Great Danes and a German Shepherd.” Pastor Art Sorensen would be installed in 

1984 as the third pastor a� er Pastor Carlsen re� red, but the “two Great Danes and a German Shepherd” moniker stuck.

     Under the aegis of these able pastors, Ascension experienced a major growth 

spurt. By 1980-81, the church had three services on Sundays. And by 1985, the 

church reported 1,653 bap� zed members and an average worship a� endance of 

558. Already, the church had purchased the Trummer property for a parking lot. It 

was � me to expand once again. In 1985, the Church Council made a momentous 

decision: to build a new sanctuary.

     “To do the building project, we did a capital campaign and we sold notes,” 

Pastor Larry recalled. Individuals and even church ministries, such as the youth 

group, purchased notes, he said.

     By the end of 1986, another chunk of property, a near-acre, was purchased 

from the Harpe family; the church had contracted for its new Reiter organ; there 

was a ceremonial mortgage burning for the current church; and the church’s fi rst 

bus, purchased about four years prior, was paid off . Time to concentrate on build-

ing a new sanctuary.

     But fi rst, Ascension had a decision to make. Star� ng out as part of the Evan-

gelical Lutheran Synod, Ascension had later become a part of the American Luther-

an Church. In 1987, it needed to decide whether or not it would become a member 

of a new en� ty, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, an 

amalgama� on of the ALC, the Lutheran Church in America and the Associa� on of Evangelical Lutheran Churches. In 

March 1987, Ascension members voted 116 to 38 to join the ELCA.

 Six weeks later, on April 26, 1987, the ground-breaking ceremony for the new sanctuary was held. The new wor-

ship space was to cost no more than $1.152 million.  Occupancy was expected by summer 1988, with the fi nal service in 

what would become Founder’s Hall set for Aug. 9, 1988.

 It was not to be. The construc� on was fraught with signifi cant problems. 

 “It really was kind of a rollercoaster � me for the congrega� on and myself,” remembered Pastor Moerer, who was 

Ascension’s senior pastor at that tumultuous � me. “The church wanted to move forward on building a larger sanctuary, 

he said, because “we needed it, the community was growing and the congrega� on was growing. 

 “And then we ran into all those diffi  cul� es, but the congrega� on really hung in there and I was really thankful for 

that,” he said. 

 The diffi  cul� es were daun� ng. The fi rst contractor went bankrupt and didn’t fi nish the job; the second contrac-

tor, hired for $584,551, also did not complete the job and le�  behind a plethora of work that needed to be corrected. 

There was no more money; the congrega� on had to take out an addi� onal $1.3 million bank loan so the work could be 

completed under a third contractor.

 “[The new sanctuary] cost almost twice what it was supposed to,” Pastor Larry said, adding that the church had 
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to do another fund-raiser later to re� re the debt. Valuable lessons were learned, however, he noted: Hiring a project 

manager would have been a good investment and so would purchasing a construc� on bond, insurance “to make sure it 

happened the way it was supposed to happen.”

 Those hard-learned lessons would pay off  30 years later.

 Believing that God was s� ll calling Ascension to enlarge its ministry, the congrega� on soldiered on. Under the 

third contractor, Larry Carignan, the sanctuary was fi nally completed. On Oct. 22, 1989, it was dedicated, more than a 

year later than fi rst an� cipated. By that � me, Ascension had 1,901 bap� zed members and drew 657 to worship each 

Sunday.

 “The new sanctuary became a stunningly beau� ful tes� mony to God’s faithfulness to believers who put Him fi rst 

and prac� ce God’s word,” wrote Iris Carignan, Carignan’s wife, in her book, “Fresh Eyes.” “It is a house of God that stands 

strong now because it was truly ‘built on a rock.’”

NEXT: Following the Dream

Ascension History - Part Five Con� nued

Sanctuary 1961 - 1988 View from the air 1989

Interior sanctuary, now Founders’ Hall Pastors Art Sorensen, Willis Moerer, & Larry Wagner and Lisa

Pastors ascending
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      Ascension had survived a near-disastrous building project with its spirit—and its resolve to follow the dream that 

God had planted—fi rmly intact. It was thriving in so many ways. But was it the lull before the storm?

 By 1994-95, with more than 2,200 bap! zed members, Ascension had its sights set on the future. What became 

known as “the great Ascension land rush” began. Three slices of proper! es bordering the church were purchased. One 

had a li" le house on site—the answer to yet another dream.

 At that point in its history, Ascension had a small preschool that met in Founders’ Hall in the mornings only and 

served a very limited number of children. When that small house became a part of the Ascension campus, it sparked an 

idea: Why not turn it into a preschool that could serve many more children—and serve them be" er?

 So, with a lot of elbow grease from school parents and congrega! onal members, the li" le abode became a full-

fl edged preschool. Pastor Larry Wagner, accustomed to working on his uncles’ farms in North Dakota, muscled a tractor 

around the grounds clearing off  trees and brush, while other church members, both older and young, enthusias! cally 

wielded paint brushes, hammers and shovels. 

 “I couldn’t believe how many people were excited to do this,” said Judy Halweg, a seasoned preschool teacher 

and long-! me member of Ascension who was named the director of the new preschool. She and fellow Ascension 

members and preschool teachers Jeanne Hengst and Beth Camarillo saw it as a chance to create a vibrant, experien! al 

place where li" le ones could thrive.

  “The idea was to expand the hours and to also change the curriculum and make more opportuni! es [for kids] 

to experience things, like a dress-up center, a kitchen center. [At the ! me], they pre" y much had blocks and that was it,” 

Halweg said.

 The Ascension Early Childhood Center was to open in September 1996, but the opening was delayed for a month 

while sprinklers were installed—an unexpected development that caused the new facility to go $90,000 over its budget. 

Licensed for 47 children, it opened with 37 but quickly hit its maximum of 47, Halweg said. And the kids had more than 

blocks to play with. “People were very generous with their dona! ons,” she said.

 Today, with the addi! on of modular structures to the site, its staff  of 22 teachers serves 107 children daily. With 

its acclaimed outdoor classroom, the Ascension Lutheran Early Childhood Center (ALECC), now under the direc! on of 

Pam Musburger and assistant director Kari Grecco, has the dis! nc! on of being named the 

best preschool in Ventura County in 2017 by readers of the Ventura County Star.

 As the years fl ew by, Ascension garnered a reputa! on not only for its preschool, 

but for an outstanding youth program under the aegis of Pastor Larry, and for an energe! c 

music program under Howard Sonstegard. A host of other ministries also ex-

panded Ascension’s reach, including Stephen Ministry and ChristCare 

programs—one to help those going through a crisis, whether Ascension 

members or not, the other to nurture faith through Bible study and community.

Even the church campus con! nued to grow. Two more proper! es were added 

to the church’s holdings, bringing the campus footprint to about 7.3 acres. The 

three worship services were drawing a" endance in the 700s each week. 

Ascension was fl ourishing.

 But church leaders were star! ng to grapple with an emerging problem: 

how to best serve professionals who couldn’t a" end church on Sunday 

mornings and families whose Saturdays and Sundays were consumed with club sports.                     (Con! nued next page)



 You are invited to a� end the 

Conejo Valley Interfaith Refugee 

Welcome Team Potluck here at 

Ascension on Today, August 26, from 5-7 

PM.

 Meet friends from other faith 

communi� es in the Conejo Valley who 

are helping refugee families establish 

their new homes. 

 Bring a small potluck dish to share 

and enjoy a � me of fellowship and 

learning!

Women’s Bible Study: 

‘Wonderstruck’
What are you doing on Monday mornings in the fall? 

If you want to take a trip to the spectacularly beau� ful 

Canadian Rockies, delve into scripture and reawaken 

your sense of “holy awe” for God and the wonders 

of His world, then this year’s Monday Morning Bible 

Study is just the � cket.

From 9:15 to 11:15 am on Monday mornings from 

September 24 through late spring, women will gather 

to enjoy breakfast, fellowship and discussion swirling 

around “Wonderstruck: 

Awaken to the Nearness 

of God,” a DVD-based 

study by Margaret Fein-

berg that was fi lmed in 

the Canadian Rockies.  

Come join us on this adventure! Cost is $45 for the 

year or $50 if you’d like to donate to the scholarship 

fund to aid those who otherwise couldn’t come. You 

must be registered to a� end.  Sign-up sheets are 

available in the church offi  ce. They can be returned to 

the offi  ce or mailed to Cherie Dunk. For more infor-

ma� on, contact her at (805) 373-6286.  

 They had considered adding a 7 AM Sunday service, “but that ended up not being the answer,” said Pastor Larry, 

then an associate pastor at Ascension. 

 Then they became aware of a Saturday evening service model.

 “We had heard about it at Community Lutheran Church in Las Vegas,” Pastor Larry recalled.  “We had seen other 

models, but we fell in love with the country gospel model they were doing at Community Lutheran.”

 They pulled together some music leaders, including Nancy Lee, who s� ll leads the Saturday night 

music. Then, they came up with a way to “salt” the fi rst service. 

 “We had a church council retreat at El Camino Pines,” Pastor Larry said. Would the a� endees 

help populate the fi rst Saturday night worship service, they were asked. “We planned our return 

trip so we arrived in the No. 1 bus at about fi ve minutes to 6. That’s how we kicked [the service] 

off .”

 The service took hold and, over the years, has built a comfortable following.

 But the very need for that service was an inkling that a sea change loomed not only for Ascen-

sion, but nearly all churches.

NEXT: On the Way to a New Normal

Ascension History, Part Six (Con� nued)

Nancy Lee
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      In its almost half-a-century, Ascension had grown from a small, struggling church mee! ng in a war-surplus 

building to become the largest of the churches in the Southwest California Synod of the ELCA. It was thriving, but change 

was afoot. 

 In 1998, Ascension celebrated its 50th anniversary. The theme was “Fi! y Years of Promises Kept.” 

 John Beyer, Ascension’s stubbornly faithful and eloquent co-founder, sadly 

was not there to remark on Ascension’s half-century. Beyer, who had also had 

a hand in cra! ing the Thousand Oaks community, suff ered a stroke on Aug. 11, 

1990, while helping to paint the Goebel Senior Center; he died from its eff ects on 

Jan. 6, 1991, his 90th birthday.

 But there was a bit of an echo of Beyer in a le# er in that year’s pictorial 

directory signed by Pastor Willis Moerer, along with Pastors Larry Wagner and 

Verner Carlsen (who had rejoined the pastoral staff  a! er Pastor Art Sorensen le!  

in 1991).

   “As one reads the history of Ascension and talks with 

those who have been a part of the history for much of 

those 50 years, it becomes evident that Ascension has had 

its share of struggles and also its share of great celebra$ ve 

$ mes,” they wrote. 

   “The heartbeat of Ascension has been its desire to be 

faithful to God and to reach out to the world in the name 

of Jesus Christ. One thing that is very evident is that God 

has kept His promises to the people of Ascension. God has 

demonstrated very clearly His trustworthiness, not only to 

us as individuals, but to His Church.  

   “The 50th anniversary celebra$ on gives us an opportunity to reaffi  rm our commitment to a 

God who keeps His promises.”

   That would have pleased Beyer, who knew that the only way for the church to survive was to 

keep Almighty God at the forefront, to never lose sight of the God it was established to serve—the 

“God who keeps His promises”. That had always been the true north for Ascension; it mustn’t waver 

now. Especially now. 

   The 50th anniversary was close to the end of the millennium; it was also close to the end of the 

status quo. 

   Up to that point, Ascension, as most other churches, thrived on tradi$ on. Families rou$ nely 

came to church on Sundays and children rou$ nely a# ended Sunday School. The church was a 

gathering place, a social hub, for potlucks, bingo nights and other ac$ vi$ es. It was not unusual for 

volunteers to sign up for posi$ ons such as Sunday School teacher, librarian, or ministry leader and 

keep them for years.  

   But as Ascension had become aware in the mid- to late-1990s when it saw a need for an alter-

na$ ve worship service, such devo$ on was fading. Church was o! en no longer a weekly priority for 

many families. Many were juggling family $ me, children’s sports ac$ vi$ es, errands and even work on 

the weekends. In many families, both parents worked, cu&  ng into $ me for volunteering and church 

                                                                                                                                           (con$ nued next page)

Worship service in T.O.

Civic Arts Plaza, 1998
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Back to School Time For Our Tutoring Program 

Children all over the Conejo Valley are back in school star� ng a new year of learning. And our Tutoring Program at Conejo 

Elementary School is ge!  ng ready to go back to school too!  The new Tutoring Program year starts on Thursday, October 

18, 2018.  We hope you’re ready to go back to school with us!

Through this Ascension community outreach ministry that started last year, the Holy 

Spirit called together a team of caring and compassionate volunteers who touched 165 

lives (85 children in Tutoring and 80 parents in ESL Classes) weekly from October 2017 

to April 2018 in wonderful ways. The Tutoring Program is a wonderful opportunity to 

share the gi# s God has given to us - our love, compassion, � me, talents and fi nancial 

resources - with those in need at this public school in our neighborhood. 

For those who volunteered as tutors last year, we thank you and ask you to give 

prayerful considera� on to signing up again to spend 90 minutes on Thursday nights 

with some very special kids.   And we look forward to having new volunteers join us 

as tutors in this privilege to put our faith into ac� on. Adults and high-school youth – 

women and men. You don’t need to have teaching experience – just a caring and 

compassionate heart, ready to provide encouragement to our young friends at Conejo Elementary. If you have limited 

� me to share, maybe you want to be a part of our “sub”- team—a couple of volunteers who will order, pick up and 

distribute the sandwiches to the classes before class � me starts. 

Thank you also to the many generous donors who provided funding to pay for the sandwich snacks for the students on 

tutoring nights. For the October to April tutoring term, the cost of the sandwiches was approximately $3000. Financial 

gi# s from individuals and philanthropic organiza� ons made the sandwiches possible in our fi rst program year. Requests 

for new grant funding are pending.  If you know of other organiza� ons that may have grant funding opportuni� es, please 

let us know. Maybe your employer has a grant program and might be interested in helping provide funding for the 

sandwich snacks? Financial gi# s are welcomed and appreciated at any � me, with checks wri& en to Ascension Lutheran 

Church and designated for the tutoring program on the nota� on line. 

To everyone who par� cipated last year, our Tutoring Outreach Program would not have been possible without your gen-

erosity of � me and fi nancial support and your prayers and words of support and encouragement.  We hope you’re ready 

to go back to school with us in October!

For more informa� on about the program and opportuni� es for this year, please contact Mary Wennes at 

mwennes@aol.com or send a note on the Connec� on Card. 

wiwithth s somome e veveryryry s spepepecicialal k kidids.s.   A Andnd w we e lolookok f fororwawardrd t to o hahavivingngng n newew v vololununteteerers s jojojoinin u us s 

as tutors in this privilege to put our faith into ac� on Adults and high-school youth

with some very special kids.   And we look forward to having new volunteers join us 

ac� vi� es. And with the rising cost of living in Ventura County, re� rees were moving to cheaper locales. The end result 

was that, like churches everywhere, Ascension was star� ng to see declining a& endance, membership and involvement. 

 “Ascension has seen a great deal of change in this last chapter of it history,” observed Pastor Tim Delkeskamp, 

who came on board as an associate pastor in 2003 (he was elected senior pastor in 2017). “Not just internal changes 

in leadership, but huge external changes in the culture. Consumerism, busyness, and pluralism have become stronger 

forces in our culture.”

 It was the perfect storm of cultural changes.  How could Ascension live out its mission—“to create opportuni� es 

for all people to become devoted followers of Christ”— in this new age?

NEXT: Where Do We Go from Here?
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Part Eight

By Susanne Hopkins

“The heartbeat of Ascension has been its desire to be 

faithful to God and to reach out to the world in the name 

of Jesus Christ.” That quote from Ascension’s pictorial 

directory in 1998 turned out to be prophe! c as Ascension 

sought a new way to carry out its mission. 

A! er 24 years as Ascension’s 

beloved lead pastor, Willis 

Moerer re" red in fall 2001. 

Pastor Howard Wennes, a 

former ELCA bishop in Arizona, 

became the interim senior pastor. He brought with him a 

new way to live out Ascension’s mission in a culture that 

was experiencing almost a seismic shi! : to think outwardly.

          

“We wanted the Lutheran community to understand that 

to be Lutheran is to be global,” he said.  

With his encouragement and that of his wife, Mary, Ascen-

sion’s Missions Commi# ee (now called the Global Minis-

tries Team) started “Gi! s of Hope” about 2003.

The idea was for members and friends of Ascension to sup-

port the cri" cal needs of others around the world as iden-

" fi ed by a Lutheran en" ty such as Lutheran World Relief, 

Lutheran World Federa" on and the ELCA. With the help of 

LWR, the Missions Team put together a booklet of 

possibili" es. 

“I remember our fi rst Gi! s of Hope booklet and we had 18 

diff erent things in it,” said Mary Wennes. “We didn’t have 

a project that fi rst year.”

But the booklet of needs captured the enthusiasm of 

Ascension members and friends. “I think the fi rst year 

[we raised] $16,000 and we were 

amazed at how that happened,” 

Mary Wennes said.  

Pastors Moerer (l) and Wennes

“We had a trusted vehicle in our ELCA connec" ons because 

they really do their homework and the job gets done and 

it gets done well,” said Pastor Wennes. “There was a very 

good response and a posi" ve sense that we really are 

doing a lot of things and we’re doing them well.”

Posi" oned in November, just in " me for Christmas, Gi! s 

of Hope gathered steam. In 2006, the project was goats, 

which would be purchased and, through the ELCA, be 

given to people worldwide to help li!  them out of poverty.  

“It ended up being 700 goats,” said Mary Wennes, no" ng 

that you could purchase a goat for $25 on up to $250—and 

about 10 or 15 people purchased the la# er. 

But it was the next year that really caught fi re. “Then in 

2007, we did the water project in Kenya and we really 

hit that one out of the park—that’s when we raised over 

S100,000,” Mary Wennes said.

Gi! s of Hope and that outward-looking sense of minis-

try got another boost in 2008 when Pastor Steve Herder 

joined the pastoral staff  as an associate pastor oversee-

ing stewardship and senior ministries. A proponent of 

the concept of “Jubliee”, which seeks to help the world’s 

poorest na" ons by relieving debts so funds can instead be 

funneled into ending poverty 

and enhancing healthcare, 

schooling and housing, Pastor 

Steve, who now serves as 

secretary of the Jubilee USA 

board, brought a heightened 

sensibility for those who are 

disadvantaged. 

Since then, the Gi! s of Hope 

has become a hallmark of 

Ascension and has raised a 

total of more than $1 million

                                                       

(con" nued next page)
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for global and local projects, including building a church and a school in Africa, helping orphans with AIDS and, through the 

local Lutheran Social Services offi  ce, helping the homeless.

 That seed planted by the Wenneses and nurtured by Pastor Steve and others has 

fl ourished. Ascension con� nues to reach out to the community through such ministries as 

Project Response, Stephen Ministry, Senior Adult Ministry, Griefshare, Alpha classes, Great 

Music at Ascension and Ma� hew 25:35, all of which serve not only Ascension members but the 

community.  

 The school, par� cularly ALECC, also has proven a magnet for the community. In 2004, it 

opened its infant care center—and fi lled it to capacity immediately with about as many children of 

the community as children of members. 

 That was further enhanced in 2010, when ALECC became a 

cer� fi ed Nature Explore Classroom—and drew even more children to 

Ascension. The philosophy, according to Pam Musburger, ALECC 

director, is “to off er a loving, safe and structured environment for ages 

two through fi ve and encourage a deep connec� on with nature and a 

sense of stewardship for God’s world.

 “We know,” she added, “that virtually every aspect of the 

development of the human brain is shaped by experience. We embrace 

ac� ve learning and honor our student’s sense of wonder through 

emergent science-based curriculum that ensures personal growth.”

 The culture had changed drama� cally, but Ascension was adap� ng, s� ll fi lled with the desire, as her pastors wrote 

in 1998, “to be faithful to God and to reach out to the world in the name of Jesus Christ.”

 “The research shows it has been a � me when an increasingly large por� on of people have stopped coming to 

and ac� vely par� cipa� ng in church,” Senior Pastor Tim Delkeskamp said. “Ascension, however, because of her deep and 

healthy roots, and commitment to the mission— is remaining faithful.  We are con� nuing to serve, and give and grow in 

our discipleship. We are to tell the ‘old, old story’ in new ways so that people may hear it and become devoted followers of 

Jesus.”  

 In the fall of 2015, Pastor Larry Wagner re� red a! er nearly 38 years of frui" ul service, the last 14 as senior 

pastor. The congrega� on went through a “visioning” process in an eff ort to regroup and pinpoint answers to two 

ques� ons:  What was God calling Ascension to become? Where would the Holy Spirit lead it in the future?

NEXT: Into the Future
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By Susanne Hopkins

In Fall 2015, a� er Senior Pastor and Youth Director Larry 

Wagner re! red, Ascension was faced with a key ques! on: 

Where do we go from here—and who on the ground will 

help us get there? 

As Ascension sought to fi nd its foo" ng in the wake of 

Pastor Larry’s re" rement, two events occurred that 

brought together the past, the present and the future.

Rev. Dr.  Paul Gravrock, a re" red pastor and son of 

Ascension’s founding pastor, Pastor Walter Gravrock, 

accepted the posi" on as interim senior pastor; and a 

process to study where Ascension was in the present and 

where God was calling it to go in the future began taking 

shape.

“When I was invited to serve as the interim 

senior pastor at Ascension, two thoughts ini" ally shaped 

my response,” recalled Pastor Paul, now Ascension’s 

director of worship. 

“The fi rst was that I was incredibly 

honored to be asked to take on this 

important ministry at such a wonder-

ful congrega" on. The second was that 

there was an amazing symmetry—be-

ing able to give pastoral leadership 

to the congrega" on my father, Rev. 

Walter Gravrock, founded in 1948.”

Like his father before him, 

Pastor Paul would help 

maneuver Ascension into 

posi" on for the future. 

The “visioning” process 

would off er a guide for 

pinpoin" ng that posi" on. 

“When Pastor Larry re" red 

a$ er 38 years of service at 

Ascension, the 

congrega" on decided it was " me to step back, do some 

self-refl ec" on and re-calibrate as we moved into the fu-

ture,” said Rev. Dr. Tim Delkeskamp, then one of 

Ascension’s two associate pastors.

That fall of 2015, Ascension embarked on a study that in-

volved interviewing scores of members and surveying the 

congrega" on for input on numerous aspects of church life. 

In March 2016, the Visioning Team, comprised of seven 

people whose membership at Ascension ranged from four 

to 40 years, issued its fi ndings in a 50-page document. The 

team iden" fi ed fi ve “cri" cal factors for Ascension’s 

success”:

Worship: “Reinvigorate the weekend worship 

experience to address all age groups, leverage new 

technologies and encourage individuals of all ages 

to remain on campus to par" cipate in other 

opportuni" es;”

Evangelism and outreach: “Develop and promote 

an evangelism culture…and purposefully equip 

members for outreach”;

Youth: “Focus on family, youth and young adult 

ministries to engage demographic groups whose 

par" cipa" on is declining signifi cantly”;

Staffi  ng:  “Determine whether Ascension should 

embrace a lay ministry or staff -driven model, and 

then train and provide appropriate support and 

staffi  ng”; 

“One Ascension”: “Introduce greater 

alignment and touch points between church, 

school and Founda" on and diff erent ministries.”

“The leadership of the congrega" on then used the data 

to shape the senior pastor posi" on and, in turn, create 

a new children, youth and family pastoral posi" on mov-

ing forward,” said Pastor Tim. “[The process] also led to a 

reshaped master plan document, a new way to structure 

the church staff , and a renewed eff ort to engage members 

of what has come to be known as ‘One Ascension’ into 

ministry.”

Thirty-six years a$ er the establishment of the Founda" on, 

          (con" nued next page)

The Three Amigos: Pastors Tim, 

Larry and Steve in 2015

Rev. Paul Gravrock
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the last of the three en� � es (the church, the school and 

the Founda� on), all the pieces of Ascension fi nally co-

alesced into ‘One Ascension’.

Ascension leadership took seriously the study’s fi ndings. 

The master plan now refl ected the congrega� on’s interest 

in building a new, larger early childhood center and refur-

bishing the � red, worn sanctuary with its dated ligh� ng 

and technology. 

Pastors and staff  renewed eff orts to invite members into 

ministries, reac� va� ng Cursillo and Fellowship teams, re-

invigora� ng the Evangelism Commi� ee, star� ng a Eucha-

ris� c Ministers ministry and working on a new small group 

model. 

“The future, we believe, is in God’s hands, and God wants 

Ascension to con� nue to fi nd crea� ve and life-giving ways 

to serve locally and globally,” said Pastor Tim. “We will 

con� nue to teach the faith and develop young people into 

leaders; we will con� nue to grow together; and we will 

con� nue to glorify God with our worship. We trust and 

believe that the Lord of the church calls us into the world 

for His sake.”

It wasn’t only ministries that changed and expanded. 

Personnel changes led the way to a new staff  

confi gura� on.

“I was very much aware that Pastor Larry’s re� rement 

marked a major change in the life of Ascension and that 

there would be challenges,” Pastor Paul said. “I knew that 

we would need a new youth director, but I did not know 

that our long-� me administrator and our fi nance director 

would also be leaving in the year ahead.”

 

Pastors Tim and Chamie Delkeskamp the day of his installa� on

 In rela� vely short order, Addie Behm joined the staff  as 

youth director; Kaylee Searway as director of 

administra� ve ministries, and Jim Glynn joined the fi nance 

team.  

In 2017, Pastor Tim was called and elected to the senior 

pastor posi� on, a! er an 18-month call process and a 

congrega� on-wide vote. 

Pastor Julie McCain joined the staff  as the 

children, youth and family pastor in April 

2018. Director of Music, Howard 

Sonstegard, re� red in June 2018 a! er 25 

years of leading the chancel choir; Wyant 

Morton stepped in as the director of the 

chancel choir; and Pastor Paul became the 

director of worship.

“As is always true, God has provided what we needed: 

a new senior pastor; children, youth, and family pastor; 

youth director; director of administra� ve ministries; and 

fi nance person,” Pastor Paul said.

In the fall of 2017, Ascension launched a capital campaign 

under the able direc� on of Past President Todd Klipp. Mis-

sion Possible’s goal is to raise $7.3 million for a number of 

projects over � me, the most urgent being the building of 

a new early childhood center and the refurbishing of the 

sanctuary. Future projects, as funds are available, include 

expanding the east narthex, crea� ng a new music room, 

sacristy and vestry.

In their appeal to 

the congrega� on 

to par� cipate in 

the campaign, the 

pastors referenced 

Ascension’s amazing history. “We have risen to challenge 

a! er challenge, all for the sake of the mission of ‘crea� ng 

opportuni� es for all people to become devoted followers 

of Christ’,” they wrote. “A! er nearly 70 years of doing this 

we have come to realize this is who we are. We are the 

ones who, with God’s help, rise to the challenge day a! er 

day, year a! er year and season a! er season. And when we 

do, we discover just how faithful our God truly is.”

The campaign has so far raised $3.2 million, allowing the 

sanctuary to be updated. Today, our sanctuary 

refurbishment is completed.  Construc� on of the new 

early childhood center is set to begin next August. God is                       

    (con� nued next page)

Rev. Julie 

McCain
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faithful indeed.

 

And so have been countless members of Ascension, 

all the way  back to that � me 70 years ago when those 

stalwart half-dozen people told Pastor Walter Gravrock 

that they wanted to con� nue working toward their goal 

of establishing a church to spread God’s word. 

 “Where there is a will, there is a way. It is up to us to 

fi nd that way,” said those faithful six. And so it is, 70 

years later.

The goal has not changed. We s� ll exist to spread God’s 

word. The people may change, the facility may be al-

tered, the methods may diff er. But there is s� ll work to 

do for God’s people.

“As we celebrate our 70 years, we look back in gra� -

tude,” Pastor Tim refl ected.  “We celebrate the faithful 

saints who have gone before us, sacrifi ced, and made 

Ascension what it is today. But we also look into the 

future. Building our new preschool, refurbishing the 

church sanctuary and crea� ng our new garden space to 

make us a ‘church and school in a garden’ is our gi�  to 

the future, a future that we entrust into His hands.”

Let John Beyer, that stalwart, faithful man of God and 

co-founder of Ascension, have the last word. At the 

church’s 25th anniversary dinner, Beyer prayed: “That 

the seed planted July 4, 1948, shall con� nue to grow. 

God bless us! In His holy name we pray.”

Amen!

Observe the Season of Crea� on 

by Plan� ng Peas!

As One Ascension lives into the vision of being a 

church and school IN a garden and encouraging 

nature-connec� ons near and far, members and 

friends of the congrega� on are invited to plant snap 

peas, sugar peas, shelling peas, and/or sweet peas at 

their homes.  September to early October is a great 

� me to plant peas in the ground or in a pot.  

All of the students at Ascension Lutheran School are 

plan� ng peas in the teaching garden as they study 

President Thomas Jeff erson and how he and his 

neighbors would have a “fi rst peas to the table” 

contest each year.  

Packs of various pea seeds - complete with 

instruc� ons - are available for a $1 dona� on a� er 

worship services or in the church and school offi  ces.  

If you have ques� ons or wonders, contact Pastor 

Chamie at cdelkeskamp@alschool.org. 

Save the Date: 

September 26

ALECC Toppers Pizza Night 

3:30-9 PM  

PROJECT RESPONSE NEEDS VOLUNTEERS 

FOR CHURCH FOOD DRIVE!

 Project Response is part of the community 

concerns ministry where volunteers collect groceries 

from our Church Families to restock our food pantry 

and distribute groceries to Lutheran Social Services and 

Manna, a local food bank. 

 On Saturday, October 20, 2018, groceries will 

be collected from church members who reside in 

Thousand Oaks, zip codes 91360 and 91362. (In May, 

groceries will be collected from the church members 

who reside in the other zip code areas.)  We need 

Callers to contact members in their area to donate 

groceries, and pick up and deliver groceries. If you are 

interested in volunteering, contact Tom Saldin at 

(805) 492-9742 or email " ldsaldin@msn.com. 
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