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Brief Summary of Events Getting Services Started in Bemidji 

 

In 1970 inquiry was made (by the Jim Gildersleeve family who had purchased a dairy farm near Bemidji, 

MN) to the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod to start exploratory services in Bemidji.  We were referred 

to the recorded tapes that we could use in place of services and were informed  that there was a small (new) 

mission in Brainerd, MN.  We also found out what was required to get things moving along so advertised in 

the Bemidji Pioner for interested parties (needed 4-5 families).     On July 2, 1972 our first exploratory service 

was held in the “Carpenters’ Hall’ in Nymore with 20 people.  Pastor Roy Rose of Christ Lutheran Church of 

Brainerd served as our pastor.    

Effective July 1973 mission status was granted and the congregation was assigned its first pastor, Lee 

Vaccarella, to serve.  Services were being held in the 7th Day Adventist Church, which was purchased as well 

as a parsonage shortly thereafter.  These facilities served until the building of a new church and parsonage 

on land purchased at 2220 Anne Street. 

 A day school facility was added to the church and classes began September 1984 with two half-time 

teachers and 19 students Grades 1-4.   Classes have continued to serve students and we have currently two 

full-time teachers and principal.    Pastor Benjamin Zamzow is our current pastor. 

Following this summary are letters, pictures, congratulations from former pastors, teachers, and other 

individuals received recently giving their congratulations and perspective of God’s blessings of our 

congregation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

               Message from Pastor Roy Rose: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Message and information from Pastor Vaccarella: 

 

 

 
 



 
                                              Installation Service 

 

 

 

  
             

 

           Pastor also sent another short note – quoted below:   

 

“Congratulations to St. Mark’s Lutheran Church on your 50th Anniversary.  All praise and 

thanks be to our God and Lord Jesus Christ for bringing you to this milestone. 

 

        Pastor Lee Vaccarella and family”  

Pastor Vaccarella also sent a copy of a 

paper (rough draft) that he wrote called, 

“Diary of a Home Mission,” to complete 

one of his class requirements.  This 

document describes his first years as 

pastor at St. Mark in Bemidji.  Rob, his 

son was going to read the paper but 

time was short prior to the lunch.  (He 

did have laptop set up so people could 

view pictures of Bemidji congregation.) 

It also includes the start of another 

congregation from ground zero in Grand 

Rapids while serving the Bemidji 

congregation.    

Upon request, it can be shared.     



Message from Pastor Mark Grubbs: 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Message from Pastor John Ruege: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Message from Pastor J Schallert: 

 

 



 

 

Pastor Schallert also sent an inspirational, homemade card: 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 



Message from Pastor Lon Kuether: 

 

Kuether Family Memories of St. Mark’s 

 

When we arrived in Bemidji in November of 2000 our four children were ages 1 to 7 and 

now, they are ages 24-30. Our time at St. Mark’s was certainly filled with many blessings. 

Here are just a few highlights:  

➢ One of the highlights was the “Night We Light” parade and fireworks. Standing in the 

slushy snow and usually frigid temperatures wasn’t necessarily a pleasant experience. 

But being among the throngs of fellow Bemidjians always warmed us up. The year that 

St. Mark’s sponsored and performed in the “Best Christmas Pageant Ever” we also 

Christmas caroled before the parade began. 

➢ Having our entire family participate in the “Best Christmas Pageant Ever” was also a 

wonderful memory. Pastor Kuether played the part of the Minister, Kris was a member 

of the Ladies Aid, Christian was LeRoy Herdman, Caroline and Colleen were angels and 

Caleb was a shepherd. It was a great way to connect to the community and great fun 

and fellowship within the congregation.  

➢ We also enjoyed walking down the street to the Paul Bunyan Communications Picnic 

and Walleye Feed every spring. The kids enjoyed seeing all of the PBS characters and 

getting their faces painted.  

➢ Talking about the Mississippi headwaters is definitely not the same as actually visiting 

it, which we often did when family and friends came to visit.  

➢ Since leaving Bemidji some of us have missed being on a lake and hearing the loon 

calls. Although Caleb can still imitate the loon call with his hands.  

➢ While our kids, at the time, might not have appreciated attending a one room school 

all of those years, they now often comment on how much they learned from Mr. 

Bitter. Especially Hymnology and Geography! Christian is now a Social Studies teacher 

and teaches Geography. And they all love good Lutheran hymns.  

➢ Three out of the 4 kids were confirmed and graduated at St. Mark’s. In fact, the day 

we moved to Crete, IL, it was the morning after Caleb’s 8th grade graduation.  

 

We praise God that the connection we have with the members of St. Mark’s is not limited to 

our 10.5 years in Bemidji. Celebrating, mourning, and worshipping with all of you was and is 

cherished! Because of Jesus we know that our fellowship with you will bridge this short life 

for an eternity in heaven with Jesus. 



 
 



 
 

 



Message from Pastor Aaron Nitz: 

 
I remember when I received the assignment to St. Mark’s on May 19, 2011, I had never heard of “Bemidji” before, 

so I didn’t even know where in Minnesota it was. Although, perhaps I should have been at least somewhat familiar 

with Bemidji since I was born just down the road in Grand Rapids and spent the first 2 years of my life there. My  

dad was pastor at St. Luke’s and even had covered the vacancy in Bemidji when Pastor Grubbs accepted a call else- 

where. When I was assigned to St. Mark’s my dad gave me a file folder he still had from when he served the vacancy  

with meeting minutes and reports in it. I had met at least one member of St. Mark’s before I was assigned there.  

Pam Francisco (nee Gildersleeve) babysat me when I was only a couple of years old while she was living in Grand  

Rapids. Only the Lord would know that many years later I would serve as her pastor! 

 

We moved to Bemidji in July of 2011. Tom Carroll and Darold and Judy Krenz were so gracious to drive to Mequon,  

WI where we were living to drive our Budget moving truck back to the parsonage. The congregation was also so  

gracious to pay for a hotel for us to stay in as we traveled with our 2 young girls (Megan and Jenna) and our  

newborn, Lucas, to northern Minnesota.  Before we arrived in Bemidji the congregation had been busy making  

repairs to the parsonage. New flooring was installed, bathrooms were fixed up, the rooms were given a fresh coat  

of paint.  Paul took a video of the church and the parsonage for us so that we knew what everything looked like.  

Lou Tasa was very kind in planting some plants in the beautiful garden behind the parsonage for us, so we had  

produce at the end of summer. 

 

I was installed and ordained at St. Mark’s on July 17th, 2011. It was an afternoon service and since it was the only 

service that Sunday, I remember the church being very full. Vacancy Pastor Mark Falck conducted the service, my  

uncle, Pastor Jonathan Nitz preached, and my dad, Pastor Daniel Nitz, did the rite of ordination. We had a  

wonderful meal after the service which was enjoyed by all. 

 

The congregation was very gracious to me being a rookie pastor fresh out of the Seminary. With young age 

comes young energy and I was excited to cut my teeth on ministry. I had a lot to learn as a young pastor and the  

congregation was very kind and patient with me as I slowly gained experience and shared God’s Word with God’s 

people.  I received training in order to continue Pastor Kuether’s ministry to those at Beltrami County jail. I  

continued that every few months throughout my time at St. Mark’s. I also began work to get the campus  

ministry restarted at BSU. Katie was especially blessed through a “Moms and Tots” group she began with the 

 other young mothers at St. Mark’s. 

  

In September of 2011 I had my first wedding – Nathaniel and Rachelle Barckholtz.   In October of 2011, I  

conducted my first baptism at St. Mark’s as Hilma Newell was baptized into God’s family. By the end of nearly  

seven years that I was pastor at St. Mark’s, I had the privilege of baptizing 52 people (mostly children).   That  

many children in a congregation is a great blessing!  

 

After the rear window of the church was installed, just before I arrived in Bemidji in 2011, I remember that  

the plan was to put stained glass in the 7 side windows as well.  In 2012 the congregation asked the same  

artist, Pastor Nathan Pope, to create drawings for those windows with the theme: “How Jesus shows that  

he is the Son of God from the Gospel of St. Mark.” In 2012, there was also a need to look into additional  

staff for the school to address the increasing number of students.  In 2012 we had a mission festival with  

my father-in-law, Pastor Dan Myers, who preached and did a presentation on the mission work in  

Cameroon,Africa.    

 



In 2013 we celebrated St. Mark’s 40th anniversary and had Pastor Lee Vaccarella with us for that celebration.  

2013 also brought about a “face-lift” for the narthex area with women of the congregation creating a plan to  

make the space more warm and welcoming.   Due to the increase in attendance in 2014 we added a 2nd Sunday 

morning worship service. Initially, we tried 7:30 am and 10:15 am with Bible study in between, but settled  

on 8 and 10:30 by the beginning of the summer. In December of 2014, the new stained-glass windows were 

installed and a special worship service was held to dedicate them in which I preached a mini sermonette on  

each window.  

 

In 2016, we worked through a planning process and had District President Charles Degner assist. In April of  

2016 the congregation voted to call Joy Holderbecker and expand the school to include Kindergarten.  In  

October of 2016 we did a preaching rotation where we exchanged pulpits with the WELS churches in Sauk  

Rapids, Baxter, and Grand Rapids.  

 

In 2017, we celebrated the 500th anniversary of the Lutheran Reformation. That included special worship  

services, a Bible study that used clips from the newly produced Luther movie, the Sunday school children  

put on a Luther play, and we hosted a showing of the Luther movie “A Return to Grace” at the Bemidji  

movie theater and sold 146 tickets.  

 

In January of 2018 I received a divine call to Good Shepherd Lutheran Church in Cheyenne, WY and accepted  

it. A wonderful farewell was planned for our family and was held on April 8, 2018, with a meal and program. 

After almost 7 years of fond memories, we said our tearful goodbyes to such dear friends.   Three of our  

children were born in Bemidji. David on November 25th, 2013, Elena on July 16th, 2015, and Grace on  

February 19th, 2017. We really enjoyed the life in the Northwoods- fishing, hunting, exploring state parks,  

camping, and swimming.  We will always remember very fondly our time at St. Mark’s because of the many  

people we grew to know and love. But we’re most thankful that by God’s grace the changeless gospel of  

Jesus our Savior continued to be shared through worship, bible studies, and the Lutheran school at St. Mark’s.  

 

To God alone be the glory! 

 

 

 

 



 

Message from Melissa Koenig: 

 

 

 
 

 

 

        Farewell Reception for Melissa, Nathan and Jody Bitter:  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Reflections of God’s Work Through Christian Education at St. Mark 

 

Jamie was placed in foster care at the Gildersleeve home at the age of 7 by Hubbard County Social Services.  He had 
been living with his mother and her partner (with whom he didn’t have a good relationship) and was placed in our 
home indefinitely.   

His mother was only 14 years old when he was born; he lacked discipline; and it was a difficult change for him.   Since 
our other foster boy was attending Laporte School, we enrolled him there also.   Although only 7 years old, he was 
very brilliant and was a great challenge for the teacher.    He did not like repetition and was so advanced that he acted 
up very often.  To curtail his actions/behavior, frequently he was put in a secluded student desk area near books.  Some 
of his favorites were to read encyclopedias and dictionaries so he was very pleased – not viewed by him as discipline.  
He helped the other foster boy with his high school studies regularly each night. Jamie was required to attend weekly 
therapy sessions with a counselor at Upper Mississippi organization.  The county then suggested he attend the Bemidji 
School to be challenged more beginning the next year.  That didn’t work out and he was expelled so attended a special 
school at Upper Mississippi for the remaining balance of the year to learn about behavior issues.  That wasn’t 
successful either and we finally convinced the county to allow him to attend our school at St. Marks.  Since our family 
attended church regularly and he attended Sunday School (which he had not done at home) we thought it would be 
important that he understood tough love, to have Jan and Catie’s teaching experiences at our school and to learn in 
depth about Jesus as his Savior.  That was a change for him; and, once he was given some responsibility to help the 
younger children with their studies, he was a different student and became more responsible.  Behavior issues became 
less frequent. 

One highlight of his attendance was that he was chosen to be Martin Luther in the school play about Martin Luther.  
He excelled, was a great performer as well as learned so much more about Jesus and what our church believed, etc.  
Jamie lived with us for 5 years prior to him returning to live with his mother, who had married a serviceman and had 
learned about parenting.  (They had moved to Texas.) 

Jamie influenced his mother by encouraging her and husband to attend church with him and they became very active 
members.  It was unfortunate that he died a few years later – 16 years old (accident with “unloaded” gun) but his 
mother donated his organs, etc. so 18 people were recipients.  She was so thankful for his life at our home and that 
he learned that he, as well as she and husband, were children of God, and wanted more opportunity to spread the 
gospel to others.  They donated the wrongful death insurance money to their church to build an early childhood 
addition. 

This is a success story of the school, its purpose, God’s plan and blessings that our family wanted to share with you.  
We encourage everyone to continue to support St Mark as well as our pastor, school, and teachers to bring the 
unchurched into our fold.       

 

 

Grace and peace be yours in abundance through the knowledge of God and of Jesus our Lord.      2 Peter 1:2 

 

 

 

 



         Special Service Information celebrating 50th Anniversary: 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Guest speaker – Pastor Lon Kuether: 
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40th Anniversary Celebration: 

 

 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

                   

 



50th Anniversary Celebration – August 20, 2023 
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