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Forward
For over 100 years... “Joyfully reaching out to others by shar-
ing the hope and love of Jesus Christ!”

Let that thought, our mission statement, sink in for a moment.  For over 100 years 
God has been at work in the Bigfork community and around the world, using 
Bethany Lutheran Church as an instrument of his purpose and grace.  We have 
come a long way in the last 100 years -- and I speak of more than our move 
from Swan River Road to our present location on Highway 35 in 1961.  We have 
nurtured the faith and witnessed the gospel through two World Wars, the Great 
Depression, numerous building campaigns, and countless smaller (but maybe 
no less painful) challenges.  Our success, my friends, has been the result of a lot 
of love -- and lutefisk!

When we look back we see what happens when you combine faithful congre-
gational members and “visionary” leadership.  For over 100 years this congrega-
tion has been willing to step out in faith when God has called it to do so.  With 
God’s abundant grace we have managed quite well; as our community has 
grown, so have we.

But I dare say, the best is yet to come!  We will most  certainly continue to be 
challenged as we strive, in faith, to live up to our mission statement.  I am re-
minded of the words of the Apostle Paul, “Therefore, since we are surrounded 
by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us lay aside every weight and the sin that 
clings so closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, 
looking to Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith...” (Hebrews 12: 1-2)

In other words, even as we celebrate what has been accomplished this past  100 
years, we must always remember that the race is not over; this is not the time “to 
rest on our laurels!”  The “great cloud of witnesses” that have gone on before us 
are urging us to persevere in our calling, to respond to the “great commission” 
which Jesus extends to us, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, bap-
tizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 
teaching them  to obey everything that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28: 
19-20)

So, let’s get going; there is still plenty of work to do!

God’s Peace;

Pastor Jack.
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I Love to Tell the Story
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History of Bethany Lutheran Church
Bigfork, Montana; 1901-2006

Beginnings: 1901 - 1918

The Early history of Bethany Lutheran Church 
dates back to September 1901 when eight 
women, concerned over the lack of Christian 
activity in the pioneer country, met  with Mrs. 
Sophia Johnson (K.B. Johnson’s mother) and 
her brother, Chris Clausen, at their home.  A 
visiting pastor, the Rev. A.E. Midthun, helped 
them organize a Ladies Aid.   Three meetings 
of that organization were held in 1901 and 
eight  meetings in 1902. (1935 reunion of the original 
Ladies’ Aid members pictured here) 

Church records state that Rev. Midthun (pictured, left) began his 
regular ministry on June 24, 1904, and ended on June 11, 1905, for 
the Swan River congregation.  Pastors A.M. Sundheim  and S.K. 
Arne followed (both in 1905).

 The accepted date of our founding is March 
26, 1906, when the Swan River Scandinavian 
Evangelical Lutheran church was organized 
under Pastor A. M. Skindlov, with a member-
ship of 49.   The Swan River church contin-
ued under Pastors L. O. Onerheim, Hjartass, Simonson and Axness, 
meeting in the Old Temperance Hall (pictured, above) across the 
road from the Swan River schoolhouse. (Pastor  M.N. Axness, 1913-1915, 
pictured left). 

A second congregation, Bethlehem Norwegian 
Evangelical Lutheran church (Hauge synod), was or-
ganized May 24, 1909, with a membership of 28.  Pas-
tors travelled from Conrad to meet with this congre-
gation.  (Pastors M.A. Hall, 1913, and J.O Ronsberg, 1914, re-

spectively, are pictured right,). 

In 1917, nationally, the Hauge Synod, Norwegian Synod, and United Norwegian 
Lutheran Church of America merged to form the Norwegian Lutheran Church of 
America.
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Bethany at Swan River; 1918 - 1960

On April  13, 1918, the Bethlehem 
and Swan River congregations 
merged to form Bethany Norwe-
gian Lutheran church, and ac-
cepted the constitution of the 
Norwegian Lutheran Church of 
America.   Three amendments 
were added to this constitution:  
1.  All women of age had the 
right to vote in congregation as-

sembly; 2. The pastor had the choice of wearing robes or not; 3. The vote to in-
corporate the new congregation under the state law.

The cornerstone for the new church building 
was laid on April 27, 1919, on a corner of John 
Slethaug’s land, south of the Echo Lake store at 
the site of the present cemetery (pictured above; 
note the steps on the roof, a mark of Scandinavian con-
struction).  Funding for the new church was as 
follows:  $563 from the Ladies’ Aid; $800 & some 
lumber sawed by Albert Olsen from Swan River 
Church; $200 from the Bethlehem congregation. 

Because the church had no plumbing, outhouses 
were provided in the back yard, along with a wood-
shed.  

Otis Tronsen (pictured, right, beside 

the baptismal font) crafted the al-
tar, pulpit, baptismal font and 

pews. C.B. Clausen donated the altar painting (pictured, 

right, with cane, 1946).

Pastor P. C. Danielson (pictured left) became 
pastor in 1919, and held 20 meetings during 1920, with laymen’s serv-
ices in between.  The first  Lutefisk dinner was held in November, 1919, 
the first anniversary of Armistice Day, to celebrate the return of the 
soldiers.
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There is a blank in the congregation’s records from 1920 to 1932, 
but it is known that during this time Rev.’s S. C. Benson (1921), 
Adriandson (1921), S. C. Nelson (1923) and G. Aarstad (1924-1930; 
pictured left) served as pastors for Bethany as well as 
Whitefish and Somers, while residing in Whitefish.  
Pastor Gerhqrd Aarstad married Gustava Lee at 
Bethany in 1926.  Services in English began in 1921; 
the last service in Norwegian was in 1928.

In 1932, when the records begin again, 
Oliver Bergeland (pictured, right) was the 
pastor of Bethany (1930-1934).  He also 
served Lutheran churches in Somers and 
Whitefish, and resided in Whitefish.  

 In 1935 the Ladies Aid entertained the old 
members and pioneer friends at  a Sunset 

Party (pictured  left).

Between 1934 and 1946 Pastors Joseph Hesteness 
(1934-1937, pictured left), Ronald Boadi (1937-1941, pic-

tured upper-right), and John Alver (1941-1946, pictured lower 

right) served Bethany as well as Eidsvold Lutheran 
Church in Somers.  A parsonage owned by Bethany 
and Eidsvold was acquired during this time.  

There were several controversies during the 1940s, including a pro-
posal for a name change for the church; seating of the congrega-
tion (it  used to be that the men sat on one side of the the church, 
and the women on the other!); and to have collection plates.  The 
constitution was revised, and the number of trustees was increased (from three).

Pastor L. O. Lasseson (pictured, left) served as pastor from 1946 until 
1959.  During this time, the joint partnership with Somers was dis-
solved, and the old parsonage was sold.  Eidsvold and Bethany be-
came financially independent of Mission Aid and 
of each other.  Bethany purchased a new parson-
age on the hill above the town of Bigfork (pictured 

right).  Many improvements were made in the 
church building, the parsonage and the ways of congrega-
tion management.  The synod changed to the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of America during this period.  The hymnal 
changed from the Concordia to the red ‘Service Book and Hymnal.’
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Bethany at Bigfork; 1961 - present

Pastor Dale Sandstrom (pictured, left) served from July 15, 1959, until De-
cember 31, 1962.  During this time, the merger of three Lutheran Syn-
ods resulted in Bethany becoming part of the American Lutheran 
Church.  

A vote was taken on June 28, 1960, to move the church to Bigfork:  41 
‘FOR’ & 18 ‘AGAINST.’  This was a very sad day, as those voting against, 

left the church.  On June 25, 1961, ground was broken and the first  worship serv-
ice in the present building was held on Reformation Sunday, October 29, 1961 
(new building and sanctuary, pictured above).  The new church building was dedi-
cated on June 24, 1962. 

Pastor Rolf Tollefson served as interim pastor until the arrival of Pastor Ericksen.  

Pastor Leonard C. Ericksen (pictured left) served Bethany and 
Eidsvold from July 9, 1963, until October 16, 1966.  Soon after his 
arrival the present parsonage and grounds were purchased 
(pictured, right).  In 1964 two bedrooms and a 
bathroom were added to the ground floor 
east. 

During this time, the Luther League began to 
host Hootenannies in the natural amphithea-
ter behind the church (or in the basement 
during inclement weather).  Church mem-
bers constructed wooden benches (pictured 

left) and local talent volunteered their time.  

Founder’s Day Celebration on July 12, 1964, listed that 126 members had been 
confirmed from 1907 to 1964.  When Pastor Ericksen left, Bethany and Eidsvold 
each called its own pastor.
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Pastor Russell A. Hillman (pictured right), the 16th pastor of Bethany, 
began serving on January 1, 1967 until November 1, 1985.  The of-
fering of two worship services each Sunday year around was be-
gun in 1967; the church added a second organist.  

On Reformation Sunday, 1968, Bethany 
dedicated new pews, chancel furniture and 
carpeting (pictured left, with the choir  in the old blue 

robes), The furniture was a gift  from J. Hugo Aronson, in 
memory of Rose Aronson.  Bryan Conley was the last to be 
baptized with the old furniture; Scott Bradstreet was the 
first to be baptized with the new furniture. 

The debt on the new church was retired on Sep-
tember 13, 1970 (Burning of the Mortgage pictured 

right).  

On September 8, 1974, ground was broken (pic-

tured above left) for a Parish Education addition to 
the church (rear  addition, pictured below left).  This was dedi-
cated on Pentecost Sunday, May 18, 1975.  

In the summer of 1975 three bedrooms 
and one bathroom were added to the 
parsonage (pictured, right). Additional 

black-topping of the parking area was 
done in September 1980.  Landscaping begun in 1975 contin-
ues today with the addition of lawn and shrubs north of the church building.  The 
membership at this time was near 300 baptized members. 

On October 15, 1978, a new hymnal, the green Lutheran book of 
Worship, was placed in the pews and used for the first 
time, and is still in use today.

The first  intern to serve Bethany, Thomas Hughes (pic-

tured above left), arrived from Luther Theological Semi-
nary in St. Paul, Minnesota, on September 1, 1978.  He 
was followed one year later by David Hamilton (pic-

tured right), also from Luther Seminary. D. Carlson (pic-

tured below left) served as intern 1983-1984, followed by 
Tomi Folk, 1984-1985 (not pictured).
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During the year 1980, Delphia Vinnedge served as the first woman president of 
Bethany. (pictured in 1981 mortgage burning, right)

In 1981, at the time of the 75th anniversary, with a membership of 
341 baptized, and 257 confirmed members, all debt on church 
property was being retired. (mortgage burning pictured right).

Herbert O.L. Knutsen (pictured left) served first as interim 
pastor in 1985 until he was called by our congregation, 
from August 23, 1987 until August 11, 1995.  . Every 
occasion was marked by a poem, painting or cal-
ligraphy by Pastor Knutsen.  His compassionate out-
reach helped the congregation to grow from 347 
to 404 baptized members.  (Christmas gifts for the 

needy, pictured right). 

Three Lutheran Synods, the LCA, ALC and ELIM merged to form the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church of America in 1988.  Bethany became a member congrega-
tion of the ELCA, with about 400 baptized members.

Pastor Rod Kvamme served as interim pastor, August to November 1996. 

Pastor Jack Shannon (pictured left  with LuAnne, his wife) became 
our pastor on December 8, 1996, 
and continues to serve our con-
gregation today. 

Fundraising for major remodel and expansion of the 
existing church began on September 19, 1999 (pic-

tured right). This includes a new sanctuary, north wing 
, and kitchen/dining in the basement. An elevator 
was also added.  Construction began in the spring of 2001 
(groundbreaking pictured left), and was dedicated on No-

vember 17, 2002, with Bishop Richard Omland 
present (pictured with Pastor Jack, right).  At  this 
time, we returned to one Sunday worship serv-
ice, and the choir got new robes (pictured below).
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In addition to donating a major portion of the 
funding for the new organ, which was played for 
the dedication of the new sanctuary, Doug and 
Lin Knutson also donated a new grand piano.

Construction of Bethany’s Ark, our Youth & 
Family Center (pictured left  and right), began 
in 2001 and was completed in 2005.  It was 
dedicated October 30, 2005.

Members Ordained or Working in Foreign Missions
 
The first  ordination of a member of Bethany occurred on August 6, 
1978.  Craig Lundstad-Vogt (pictured, L) and his wife Barbara were both 
ordained into the Holy Ministry by Pastor Russell A. Hillman.  Barbara 
became the first  woman ordained in the Rocky Mountain District of 
the ALC.  

Duane Pederson (pictured, R) was ordained by Pastor Hillman on June 
21, 1981.  Duane currently serves First Lutheran Church, EauClaire,
Wisconsin.

Eddie Lindner pictured, L) was ordained in the summer of 1988 at Wart-
burg Seminary in Dubuque, Iowa, and served 4 years at Dunkirk, New 
York and Menominee, Michigan. 

Robin Nice (pictured, R), was ordained, at  Luther Northwestern Semi-
nary in Minnesota, in 1994.  First serving Shelley-Marsh River in Minne-
sota, she currently serves at Sychar Lutheran in Silver Bay, Minnesota. 

Since graduating from Faith Lutheran Seminary in Tacoma Washington, Mike 
Mohler (not pictured) has always worked as a chaplain in the Tacoma area..

Dan Sire is currently studying for the ministry at Wartburg Seminary.

Carol Juhl (pictured, L) became the first  member of Bethany to be 
called to a foreign mission when she was commissioned to New 
Guinea for a two-year call on September 16, 1979.

Kelly and Deb Jorgenson (pictured R) served with the 
World Mission Prayer League in Kenya, and Mission Headquarters 
in Minneapolis. 
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Church Personnel
Pastors

The Rev. A. E. Midthun 1901 - 1905

The Rev. A. M. Sundheim 1905

The Rev. S.K. Arne 1905

The Rev. Skindlov 1905 - 1909

The Rev. L. O. Onerheim 1909 - 1911

The Rev. Hjartaas 1911

The Rev. Simonson 1911 - 1913

The Rev. Axniss 1913 - 1915

The Rev. K. O. Sumstad 1917 - 1919

The Rev. P. C. Danielson 1919 - 1920

The Rev. S. C. Benson 1921

The Rev. Adrandson 1921

The Rev. S. C. Nelson 1923

The Rev. G. Aarstad 1924 - 1930

The Rev. Oliver Bergeland 1930 - 1934

The Rev. J. R. Hesteness 1934 - 1937

The Rev. R. H. Boadi 1937 - 1941

The Rev. John Alver 1941 - 1946

The Rev. L. O. Lasseson 1946 - 1959

The Rev. Dale Sandstrom 1959 - 1962

The Rev. Leonard C. Ericksen 1963 - 1966

The Rev. Russell A. Hillman 1967 - 1985

The Rev. Herbert O. L. Knutsen 1985 - 1996

The Rev. Jack Shannon 1996 - 
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Church Pianists & Organists:

1932 - 1937 Serina Lee

1938 - 1940 Alicia Fox

1941 - 1955 Theresa Bunyea

1956 - 1959 Sue Bolstad

1960 - 1961 Beverly Ramsfield

1962 - 1979 Wilbur Anders

1967 - Karen Bradstreet

Church Secretaries:

Volunteer Secretaries

1906 - 1908 Charles Wolstad

1909 - 1911 Nikolai Haugsness

1912 - 1914 Jens Jensen

1915 - 1950 Charles Wolstad

1951 - 1960 Edwin Ramsfield

1961 - 1962 Alicia Fagerland

1963 - 1964 Magdalyn Brosten

1965 Harriet Hullett

1966 Ruth Sliter

Paid Secretaries

1967 - 1983 Alicia Fagerland

1968 - 1994 Evelyn Halliburton

1976 - 1977 Karen Sullivan

1995 - Chris Miller

Church Treasurers

1906 - 1920 Christian Clausen

1921 - 1931 No Records

1932 - 1933 E. O. Slethaug

1934 Peter Jensen

1935 Halvor Lee

1936 - 1962 Peter Jensen

1963 Dick Tuttle

1964 - 1965 Ernest Lunstad

1966 Henry Marken

1967 - 1979 Joe Sliter

1980 - 1985 Renae Jorgenson

1985 - 1986 Marie Maxfield

1986 - 1990 Deanna Conley

1991 - 1995 Otto Bessey

1996 - 1997 Jim Slack

1998 - 2002 Dick McKay

2003 Shannon Bagley

2004 - Jerry Wiedibush

Youth Directors 

1999-2003 Cary Mathis

2003-2004 Shane Jensen

2004 Cary Mathis

2005-2006 Matt Knutson
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Original Members 

Swan River Scandinavian Evangelical Lutheran 
Church

Members, Organized March 26, 1906

Charles Olaf Woldstad (pic-

tured, with wife) with family 

Nellie E. Woldstad, wife
Clarence Woldstad
Elmer Woldstad
Rachel Woldstad

Nikolai J. Haugsness with
Kristine Haugsness, wife (pic-
tured together with sisters and A. 
Olsen

Johan M Petterson with 
family

Regine Petterson, wife
Fina Dale Petterson

Mrs. Soffie Johnson with chil-
dren 

Petra Johnson  (pictured)

Kaurin Johnson (pictured) 

Mrs. Mini Johnson with children
Carson Johnson
Joakim (Joe) Johnson
Kaja (Kate) Johnson
Signie Johnson
Winnie Johnson (pictured)

Widsten Johnson
Mabel Johnson

Severt Iverson with family
Anna Iverson, wife (pic-
tured)

Iver Iverson
Albert Iverson
Rakel Iverson
Klara Iverson
Ruben Iverson
Oskar Iverson
Mabel Iverson (pictured)

14



A.O. Woldstad with family
Johanna Woldstad, wife
George Woldstad
John Woldstad
Helga Woldstad
Alma Woldstad
Bertha Woldstad
Clara Woldstad
Minnie Woldstad

G.B. Ostrem with family
Kari Ostrem, wife
Sigurd Ostrem
Anna Ostrem
Sophie Ostrem
Laura Ostrem 

Christ. B. Clauson (pictured)

Lars Johnson
Jens Jensen
Elling Teigen

Members Added, September 1909 - December 1911

Henry O. Gilbertsen (1909, 

pictured))
Mrs. Caroline Olsen (1909)
George B. Olsen (1909)
Eva Gladis Cecelia Olsen 
(1909)

Ole Iverson with family (1910)
Gurine Iverson, wife
Clara Iverson
Selener Iverson
Retine Iverson
Edwin Iverson
Olga Iverson
Esther Iverson
Stella Iverson
Arnord Iverson
Gladis Iverson
Harald Iverson

Iver O. Marken with family 
(1910)
Kari Marken, wife (pictured)

Albert Marken
Ida Marken
Henry Marken (pictured)

Edwin Marken
Sofus Marken

Ingebregt Slethaug with 
family (1910, pictured)

Margaret Slethaug, 
wife (pictured)

Olander Slethaug
Olive Slethaug (pictured)

Peder Teigen with family (1911)
Cecilie Teigen. Wife
Orwin Teigen
Oswald Teigen
Henrik Teigen

Wallas Givens with family 
(1911, pictured with wife)

Laura Givens, wife
Herbert Givens

Carl Ekdahl with family 
(1911)

Anna Ekdahl, wife
Alfred Ekdahl
Minnie Ekdahl
Carl Ekdahl
Arthur Ekdahl
Hilda Ekdahl

Albert B. Olsen (pictured) 
(1911)
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Bethlehem Norwegian Evangelical Lutheran Church 
(Hauge Synod)

Members, Organized May 24, 1909

Gunder B. Ostrem with family
Kari Ostrem
Sigurd Ostrem
Sophia Ostrem
Laura M. Ostrem

John H. Nordby with family
Karen F. Nordby
Walter E. Nordby
Henry J. Nordby
Roy A. Nordby

Oluf O. Duklet with family
Mrs. O. Duklet
Gustav Duklet
Emma Duklet
Anna Duklet
John Duklet
Olga Duklet
Alvin Duklet
Willie Duklet

Konstance Katherine Fagerland

Elling E. Teigen 

Elias Fagerland with family (pictured as 
group)

Anna Fagerland
Peter Fagerland
Ernest Fagerland
Kornel Fagerland
Elmer Fagerland
Bennie Fagerland

Members Added, 1910

Even Lee with family (pictured as group)

Gurine Lee
Bertine Lee
Anna Lee
Johanna Lee
Hilda Lee
Olga Lee
Jacob Lee
Serena Lee

Gustava Lee
Ellen Lee
Halvor Lee (pictured)
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Firsts

Swan River Scandinavian ELC

First Recorded Baptism
22 April, 1906

Rakel Christine Woldstad
Born 21 March, 1906

Parents:  Charles & Nellie Woldstad
Sponsors:  

Mr. & Mrs. Gunder Ostrem; 
Mr. & Mrs. Carl L. Rost; 
Mrs. A.O. Woldstad

First Confirmation
26 March 1907

Edwin Sygvald Pedersen, age 16
Alma Kristine Woldstad, age 16
Alma Olette Olsen, age 15
Rakel Maria Iverson, age 14
Kaja Ivara Johnson, age 15
Clara Mabel Rost, age 15

First Wedding
2 January, 1908; Kalispell

Johanna Peterson (age 20), and
Kaurin Johnson (age 26)
Witnesses:  

Sigrid Peterson & Sofus Peterson

First Funeral
24 September, 1906

Anna G. Ostrem, age 15

First Celebration of 
Communion

22 April, 1906

Mr. & Mrs. Gunder Ostrem
Mr. & Mrs. Nikolai Haugsness
Jens Jensen
Christian Clausen
Mrs. Johnson

Bethlehem Norwegian ELC

First Recorded Baptism
6 January, 1910

Emma Borgilda Fagerland 
Parents:  Elias & Anna Fagerland
Sponsors:  

Maria & Martin Heiset 
Borgilda Aadsen
Peter Fagerland

First Confirmation
21 November, 1909

Anna Marie Dukleth (age 16)

First Wedding
11 February, 1912

Berthine E. Lee (age 20), and 
Ernest Jacobsen (age 24)
Witnesses:

Anna E. Lee & Sivert Ramsfield

First Funeral
11 February, 1909

Sivert O. Iverson  age 47
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Swan River Cornerstone 
Document

When the Swan River church building was moved to it’s new location, the cornerstone 
was opened to discover what might be inside.  Aase Veseth has provided this transla-
tion from the Norwegian.
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The Church in Swan River 
(sung to the tune of “The Church in the Wildwood”)

There’s a Church in the valley by Swan River,

No lovelier spot in the valley.

No place is so dear to my childhood,

As the little white church in Swan River.

Oh come, come, come to Bethany church in Swan River;

Oh come to the church with us now;

No spot is so dear to my childhood

As the little white church in the valley.
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Sunday School 1930s

Youth Scrapbook

20

Mrs.Skiftun’s Sunday 
School class, 1950s

Mrs. Slethaug’s Sunday 
School class, 1940s

Sunday School 1950s

Christmas Program 
1950s

Sunday School Class, 1959

Sunday School picnic at Star 
Meadows, 1940s

Peter Jensen’s Sunday 
School class, 1950s

Mrs. Bunyea’s Sunday 
School class, 1940s



Youth Scrapbook
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Luther League, 1970s
Trip to Seattle, 2004 

Picnic, 2000s

2005 graduates, with quilts by 
Bethany Quilters

Bible School, 2000s

Youth bake sale, with 
Cary Mathis, 2004

Luther League 
Christmas Caroling 

1950s

Luther League, 1950s Sunday School Christmas Program 1990s



Activities Scrapbook

22

Gurine Lee and the Ladies’ Aid 
picnic, 1920s Bethany Women paint the 

church basement, 1960s

Norman Skiftun, 
Harold Jorgenson 

at Hootenanny, 
1960s

Marriage Encounter, 1970s

Bethany Quilters, 2000sSoup Supper, 1980s

BLCW 
Officers, 

1973

ALC Festival, 1987: Florence 
Slethaug, Adelaide Fystrom, 

Leoma Taylor



Lutefisk Dinner:  Scrapbook and 
Memories

Each November, the Choir entertains us with the following song:

“O Ludefisk”
(Sung to the tune of ‘O Christmas Tree’)

O Ludefisk   O Ludefisk   How vell I do remember

At Bethany how we’d receive   Our big treat of November.

It vasn’t turkey or fried ham   It vasn’t even pickled spam,

My mudder knew dere vas no risk   In serving buttered

Ludefisk.

O Ludefisk   O Ludefisk   How fragrant your aroma,

O Ludefisk   O Ludefisk   You put Me in a coma,

You smell so strong   You look like glue,

You taste yust like an overshoe.

But Ludefisk   Come Saturday,

I tink I’ll eat you anyvay.
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Lutefisk Memories reprinted from 75th Anniversary

Bethany’s Lutefisk 
Dinner

By Florence & Olander 
Slethaug

It all started shortly after the Armistice 
was signed for World War 1.  Several 

young men of the Swan River 
Community had volunteered to help 
the United States fight in the “war to 
end all wars!”  After the war ended 
the young soldiers were gradually re-
turning to the community.  At least 
one did not return:  Albert Marken, 

24

Harold Jorgenson 
preparing squash

Deanna Conley, Henry Brosten 
& Jim Jensen preparing Lutefisk 

for cooking
Bill Pederson 

cooking lutefisk 
in a horse trailer

Meatballs 
ready to cook

Putting cookies 
on the tray

Copper kettles for 
cooking lutefisk

Folding lefse for 
serving



elder brother of Henry Marken was 
killed in action.

The women of the church wanted 
some way to welcome the soldiers 
home and to show their appreciation 
to them for serving our country.  Plans 
were formulated to make a special 
dinner and patriotic program to wel-
come the boys home.  Since they 
had not had lutefisk and lefse for sev-
eral years the women felt that should 
be the special menu along with Nor-
wegian meatballs and Norwegian 
cookies and delicacies.  At that time 
the fish was purchased in the dry 
stage and the curing and soaking 
process took about a month with 
many changes of water.  The expert 
lutefisk preparations were made by 
the church members for the dinner.

The dinner was planned for noon and 
Armistice Day with a patriotic pro-
gram with speakers and songs follow-
ing the dinner.  The endeavor was so 
successful and enjoyed by everyone 
that it was repeated again and again 
on or around Armistice Day nearly 
every year until the present time.  Af-
ter the first few years it gradually de-
veloped into an evening affair and 
became a fund raising event for the 
“Ladies Aid” with a bazaar of hand-
made fancy work, quilts and various 
garment.

Facilities in our church at Swan River 
were elementary. Lutefisk had to be 
cooked in a tent outside; all the water 
we used was hauled to the church in 
cream cans and heated on wood 
stoves in the tent.  No electricity until 

the Rural Electrification Administration 
brought us electricity in 1937.

Attendance at the dinner increased 
as its popularity grew and at times (if 
the weather cooperated) over 500 
were fed.  A record crowd came to 
the first lutefisk dinner we held in the 
new church we built when our con-
gregation moved to the Bigfork area 
in 1960.  It turned out to be sort of an 
open house and a lutefisk dinner 
combined.  Almost the whole town of 
Bigfork came out to support us, view 
our church and eat our lutefisk dinner.  
Other lutefisk eaters and supporting 
Lutherans came from Kalispell, White-
fish, Columbia Falls, Missoula, Ronan, 
Polson and Somers.  WE served a little 
over 800 people.  Our main concern 
when people kept coming was that 
our supply of lutefisk would hold out 
until they had all been served be-
cause we had ordered just 800 
pounds of fish.  There must have been 
some of the crowd that were not fish 
eaters because we just barely made 
it.  The price we charged for the tick-
ets was not nearly as high as the cur-
rent price but the amount of money 
we cleared helped pay for the organ 
we have been enjoying ever since.

Our congregation was much smaller 
at that time so every one worked very 
hard to put on this dinner.  All the lefse 
etc. was made by members. There 
was no running water in our new 
church so we got permission from our 
neighbor, Mr. Buchanen, to hook a 
hose to his water faucet to bring the 
water into our kitchen, but all the 
water had to be heated. (Buchanen’s 
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home later became our present par-
sonage).

Another year before this we had a 
problem because the weather did 
not cooperate.  We were still in our 
little church at Swan River. Our work 
crew arrived at the church early in 
the morning to get preparations un-
derway.  It was snowing and cold but 
we felt we should go ahead with the 
dinner as planned.  By 2 o’clock in the 
afternoon the weather had devel-
oped into a full scale East wind bliz-
zard – the worst one that entire year.  
It was decided no one would venture 
out in that storm and we reluctantly 
packed everything up and went 
home.  We had the postponement 
announced over the radio and tried 
to spread the word by telephone, 
etc..  The next day we learned a 
party of lutefisk eaters had braved the 
storm and reached the church only to 
find it dark and locked up.  We did 
have the dinner a week later but not 
without difficulties because so many 
tasks had to be done again.

Over the years the lutefisk dinner was 
the main project of the year and still is 
enjoyed by many people whether of 
Norwegian descent or not.  I think it’s 
better organized now and the entire 
congregation turns out to help, but 
high quality food has always been the 
standard and it has maintained its 
popularity over a span of nearly sev-
enty years.

-----

The Lutefisk Dinner
By Deanna Brosten 

Conley

When I was a little girl 
each church held their 

special dinner annually.    The Meth-
odist Church had their Harvest Dinner, 
and the Catholic Church their Moth-
ers Day Dinner.  I thought the dinner 
that topped all of them was the Lu-
therans’ Lutefisk Dinner.  One reason 
for this was I helped in the prepara-
tions.

Bethany Lutheran church had a 
membership of about 25 families.  
Every woman and girl was pressed 
into service for the dinner.  There were 
women still living at that time, who 
had been born in Norway, and they 
were the experts.

The first Lutefisk dinner was held in 
1919 on the first anniversary of Armi-
stice Day to celebrate the World War I 
soldiers returning home.   What better 
celebration than to have a lutefisk 
dinner in this Scandinavian 
community?  I believe it was held in 
the Temperance Hall.  In the twenties 
a dinner was not held every year.  In 
the thirties it was held in the newly 
erected community hall.  But I re-
member it being held in the church 
basement.

About a month before Armistice Day, 
200 or 300 pounds of fish was ordered.  
There was always a question about 
whether it would be “good fish.”  
Lutefisk is cod fish treated with lye, 
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then soaked to remove the lye.  
Sometimes if too much lye was used it  
would become jellied.  To be good 
the fish needs to be flaky.  It is eaten 
with lots of melted butter by the Nor-
wegians or with a cream gravy by the 
Swedes.

This was the day before Home freez-
ers, so much of the preparation had 
to be done only a few days before 
the dinner.  Krumkake, rosettes, 
fattigman (translated meaning poor 
man’s cake) and flatbread could be 
made several weeks early.  Other 
Scandinavian cookies were made a 
few days before the dinner.  The lefse 
was made the week preceding the 
dinner.  It consists mostly of potatoes 
and flour.  For some reason Irish white 
potatoes make the best lefse.  It was 
rolled out very, very thin in big rounds 
and baked on top of a wood stove.  It 
took skill to keep the heat the right 
temperature.  Butter is spread on the 
lefse and sprinkled with sugar, then 
the lefse is rolled up to eat.  Some-
times jelly or cheese and lunch meat 
are used.

When my little sister was learning to 
talk, Mom and Alicia Fagerland made 
lefse so many times, she called Alicia 
“Lefse.”  She thought that was Alicia’s 
name.

Norwegian meatballs were fried or 
baked the day before the dinner.  The 
secret for the meatballs is to grind the 
hamburger at least three times.  With 
the old-fashioned hand grinder, it took 
lots of muscle.  The men were pressed 
into this job.

The morning of the dinner Dad and 
we children would be peeling pota-
toes to be taken to the church to be 
cooked.  Mom would be gathering 
up her contributions and the first trip 
would be made to the church to take 
a load.  Dad would get the boilers 
ready to cook the lutefisk.  We would 
have only soup for lunch so as not to 
spoil our appetites for the big meal in 
the evening.

For the first dinners I can remember, 
the price was probably $1.50.  Every 
few years the price increased to keep 
up with inflation.  When the price in-
creased my Grandmother Brosten 
would emphatically announce, “I’m 
not going this year.  It is getting too 
expensive.”  Then she would be at the 
first setting.  It got so we children had 
bets about whether Grandma would 
attend.  She never missed a dinner 
until she moved to Arizona.

The lutefisk was cooked outside in a 
tent.  The fish had previously been 
bagged in cheesecloth, each bag 
held enough lutefisk to serve a table.  
Then the lutefisk was put in the boilers 
with water and brought to a boil.  It 
had to be watched carefully so it did 
not become over cooked.  One big 
task was hauling water in cream cans 
to the church since there was no well.  
It kept several men busy hauling.

About 3 o’clock the crowds of people 
started coming and congregated in 
the sanctuary.  It became so 
crowded we wondered if the floor of 
the sanctuary in our little church 
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would come crashing down on us 
who were in the basement.

I was ecstatic when I became old 
enough to be a waitress.  The tables 
were beautifully decorated with cen-
terpieces of American and Norwe-
gian flags.  When the announcement 
came that “the fish is ready” we were 
prepared.  People for the first setting 
came bursting through the basement 
door and we bustled around putting 
the food on the table.  It was interest-
ing listening to the comments of the 
customers.  The champion lutefisk 
eater claimed  he could eat 6# of 
lutefisk.  After serving him I believed 
him. (He should have bought two 
tickets.)  It was fun to see people eat 
with such great appetites.

By eight o’clock all customers had 
eaten and it was time for the help to 
quench their appetites if they had not 
been doing too much snacking.  Then 
the clean up began.  That was an ar-
duous task.  Many times it was after 
midnight when the leftovers were dis-
posed of and the church was 
cleaned and in order for the services 
the next morning.

The next day my folks seemed ex-
hausted but by Monday morning 
Mom was ready to make lefse out of 
leftover potatoes.  This lefse was used 
for our holiday dinners after we got a 
freezer.

After the congregation moved to the 
new building in Bigfork, it became 
easier to give the lutefisk dinner.  It is a 
brave man or woman who accepts 

the chairmanship.  It is still a lot of 
work.

Probably the biggest advantage in 
serving at Bigfork is having water by 
turning on the tap for both hot and 
cold.  The recipe for making lutefisk is 
so scientifically developed, no guess-
work, that the fish is almost guaran-
teed to be “good.”  The ladies no 
longer make the lefse but buy it from 
a commercial firm.  The ingredients for 
meatballs are taken to the meat mar-
ket to be ground and mixed.   The 
coleslaw is made in the salad-making 
machine at a restaurant.  The pota-
toes and squash still have to be 
peeled and cooked.  Bread and 
cookies are made at home.  The 
price now is about $8.00.  The atten-
dance has risen from about 200 to 
over 600.  It is a cooperative en-
deavor which has been very success-
ful.

If you like to experiment with eating 
ethnic food come to the next lutefisk 
dinner.
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Church Memories 
reprinted from 75th Anniversary

Memories of Magdalyn Brosten

President Lyndon 
Johnson asked a 
Baptist minister to say 
grace at a family 
meal in the White 
House.  As the minis-

ter began praying softly, the President 
interrupted him with “Speak up, speak 
up!”  The minister stopped in mid-
sentence and without looking up, re-
plied steadily, “I wasn’t addressing 
you, Mr. President.”  Well tonight I 
hope all of you can hear me and pay 
attention.  I am mentioning a lot of 
dates and afterward I’ll give you a 
memory test.

When I talked to Olander, he agreed 
to speak on the early days and I was 
to talk about the church after we 
joined Bethany in 1948.  Well, I got the 
old records and became so en-
thralled with them I forgot what had 
been agreed upon.

So, I would like to share some of the 
first things that happened in our 
church.  The first child recorded as be-
ing baptized is RACHEL WOLSTAD MC 
EVOY in 1906.  There are many bap-
tisms recorded.  Even though a 
Lutheran was not an active member, 
they had their children baptised.

The first confirmant recorded is EDWIN 
PEDERSEN in 1907, who is the great 
uncle of Duane Pedersen.  Edwin was 
the only boy in this class with five girls.  
They were Alma Wolstad, Alma Olsen, 
Rachel Iverson, Kaja Johnson and 
Clara Rost.

The first marriages recorded are 
JOHANNA PETERSON and KAURIN 
JOHNSON, BERTHA SANDVOLD and 
JENS JENSEN both in 1908.  There are 
no more recorded until 1923 when 
Olga Lee and Menz Overby were 
married.  And in 1926 Henry Silbert 
Marken and Florence Mildred Yenne 
were the 4th marriage recorded. The 
Rev. Aarestad married them at the 
Whitefish parsonage.  He was the 
Whitefish pastor and our part-time 
pastor.

I want to tell this story about Florence 
and Hank.  A few years ago they 
celebrated their golden anniversary 
with a big party among friends and 
relatives.  That night they decided to 
have a late snack.  Hank got a loaf of 
bread, cut off the heel and handed it 
to Florence,  To which Florence ex-
ploded – “For 50 years you have been 
dumping the heel of the bread on me 
and I’m not going to take it any 
longer.”  She went on to say how she 
hated the heel of the bread.  Hank 
was astonished and said, “But it is my 
favorite piece!!”  For fifty years Hank 
had been giving Florence what he 
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thought was the BEST and for fifty 
years she had thought she was get-
ting the heel because he didn’t like it.  
The moral of this story is:  if you like the 
heel of the bread, eat it!

The first death recorded is ANNA OS-
TRUM in 1906.  She was fifteen years 
old.

People were recorded to have taken 
communion the first time it was held in 
1906.

The original constitution was written in 
Norwegian and it has been mis-
placed or lost.  In 1960 Henry Brosten 
and Reverend Aarestad translated 
the original into English.  I have the 
translation but it does not include all 
the by-laws.  These are some of the 
things I thought were interesting:

By-law No. 7 stated:   “A person 
who operates a saloon or bar 
cannot be a member of the con-
gregation. “  (I’m not sure why this 
particular sinner was excluded).

Punishment of wayward members:  
“The voting rights are to be taken 
away.  First he will have some 
brotherly advice from two or more 
members.  If this does not bear 
fruit, he will come before the gov-
erning board.  And if this does not 
work, he is to be brought before 
the congregation and the majority 
will vote to reinstate him or oust 
him.”

“The same person cannot be a 
deacon and a trustee at the same 
time.”

Duties of the trustees:  “Care for 
the congregation’s property, care 
for the records and income, keep 
buildings in good shape and be 
servants of the congregation.  
Keep enough finances to maintain 
the congregation’s expenses and 
hand it over to the treasurer and 
he is to give them a receipt and 
meet with the treasurer whenever 
it is needed.”  (I guess that meant 
money).

Duties of the deacons:  “Be a 
good example in work and deed, 
visit the poor and those in need 
and be of help in any areas God 
has given them the ability.  In the 
absence of a pastor they must be 
concerned with the needs of the 
congregation.”

There are advantages to being a 
deacon.  When our son, Arne, was a 
student at Missoula, Alice (who is now 
his wife), was approached by her 
roommate to have a blind date with 
him.  Alice said, “No.  I’m tired of blind 
dates.  One never knows what kind of 
a situation you’ll get into.”  Her 
roommate was from Ronan and she 
knew MORE about our Bethany 
Lutheran Congregation.  She said, 
“Oh, but this fellow’s Dad is a deacon 
in the Lutheran church at Bigfork.”  
Well, Alice had never had a date with 
the son of a deacon of a Lutheran 
Church, so she decided to find out 
what he was like.  They were married 
a year later.  And that happened be-
cause Henry Brosten was a deacon of 
a Lutheran church!
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In early times, and even back in the 
40’s and 50’s our pastors, especially of 
small churches, did not have an easy 
time.  They did many things which we 
do not expect of them now.  And one 
of them was to hold confirmation 
classes in the home – usually on Sat-
urday morning.  In my son, Arne’s 
class, there were:  Larry and Alvin 
Gordon, Alvin Mildren, John Hudson, 
Russell Hulsing and one girl, Margaret 
Reese.

When the Pastor arrived one Saturday 
morning at our place, some of the 
boys were down at Mud Lake where 
they could see that the Gordon boys 
had started out in their boat to row 
over to our side of the lake.  The lake 
had frozen during the night, and so 
the boys were having a difficult time 
getting the oars through the ice.  
Arne’s solution was to take our boat 
and break a trail for them on our side 
of the lake.  Well, it took more than an 
hour!!!

Pastor Lassesson was SO ANGRY and 
gave the class a lecture on how they 
were wasting his time, and then he 
left without having their lesson.  Arne 
had trouble with his stomach when 
anything unpleasant came up, so he 
was sick all afternoon, but he didn’t 
get any sympathy from me.  Alvin Mil-
dren also had a nervous stomach and 
was sick all afternoon, but he didn’t 
tell his parents what had happened 
and they were really concerned!

Pastor Lassesson was with us for about 
thirteen years.  He was a great pastor 
and attended to our spiritual needs, 

but it took young go-getter Pastor 
Sandstrom to knock us out of the rut 
we were in.  Our congregation was 
dying; we had little outreach.  On 
June 28, 1960 we met to vote on mov-
ing the congregation to Bigfork.  It 
was a very sad and emotional meet-
ing and I hope never to go through 
another one like it!  The vote was 41 
FOR and 18 AGAINST moving so when 
we moved to Bigfork, there were ap-
proximately forty-one adult members.

June 25, 1961 ground was broken for 
our present church, on land given by 
John and Bessie Vestman, and our first 
service in the new church was Octo-
ber 29, 1961.  Other people in the 
community watched us closely and I 
was told many times that we would 
spend the rest of our lives paying for 
the new building.  September 13, 1970 
(about 10 years later) the mortgage 
on the church building was burned.  It 
was fantastic!  We had faith and that 
faith carried us thorough.

There was one big project undertaken 
by the women as we prepared to 
move into the new church.  We coun-
try women, like Jane Hudson and 
Vivian Hunter and others, probably 
would have said it was “too much” for 
the city women of Bigfork, but they 
got it done.”  They must have con-
tacted every person in Bigfork and 
there was so much enthusiasm cre-
ated for this project that it suc-
ceeded.  There was the BIGGEST 
rummage sale with the whole 
community participating and the 
Lutefisk dinners, both headed by Flor-
ence Slethaug and the sale of Scan-
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dinavian cookbooks, which the 
women compiled.  With the proceeds 
from these three things, and dona-
tions from all kinds of people, there 
was enough money to buy the organ 
for the new church.  It was a real co-
operative effort!!!

Pastor Sandstrom left us in 1963 and 
Pastor Leonard Erickson became our 
pastor.  Both were great pastors.  At 
that time, we bought the parsonage 
adjoining the church grounds and 
made improvements.  In 1974 we en-
larged both the church and the par-
sonage.  

In the year 1967, we took a really BIG 
STEP forward.  We hired our first full-
time pastor and that was pastor Rus-
sell Hillman.    Well, we really took two 
steps forward – he was the FIRST ONE 
who was not Norwegian!!!!

The early records are written in Nor-
wegian.  For many years, the services 
were conducted in the Norwegian 
language, so if you were non-
Lutheran or non-Norwegian you could 
listen to the Norwegian service.  It was 
not until 1921 that services held in 
English are mentioned.  In 1928 is the 
last time services were conducted in 
Norwegian that is recorded, though, 
there may have been Norwegian 
services held later.  It was about 1931 
that the records were written in Eng-
lish – this book was used until 1960.

One place in the records had space 
for when one had immigrated, so it 
was expected most people to be 
foreign-born.  At the present time, I 

can think of only five members who 
are foreign-born:  two Germans, one 
Swede, and two Norwegians and 
they are:  Hannelore and Reinhold 
Lindner, Hjalmer Andersen, Margaret 
Slethaug and Henry Brosten.  So it is 
good that we changed the synod 
name to the AMERICAN Lutheran 
Church and have services in English.  I 
believe that at the present time the 
Norwegians are in the minority in our 
church and 75 years in the future 
there may be only faint traces of 
Norwegians.  A few of our young 
members:  Bryan Conley, Scott and 
Mike Lester assure me that they are 
Norwegian, only they have Irish 
names and they will probably still be 
here!

I came from a family who went all-out  
to have us confirmed.  The year I took 
confirmation I never missed a single 
lesson.  But, after confirmation, we 
went the way of many Lutheran fami-
lies – we had sort of graduated.  Our 
Saturday night fun was just as impor-
tant as attending church on Sunday 
morning.  So, when Henry and I 
moved to the Swan River community, 
I applied the same principle.  I was 
active in all the community affairs.  
And then I was told that I was not a 
good Lutheran, not by Lutherans, but 
by Non-Lutherans.  I was shocked.

The community had a pre-conceived 
idea of what a Lutheran should be 
and I didn’t fit it.  One of their ideas 
was that if you were a good Lutheran, 
you associated only with other Lu-
therans.  But, I really did try to be what 
I thought a good Lutheran should be.  
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Today, I believe our reputation is that 
we ARE CONCERNED with the 
community, as well as our own 
church.

And, this is part of the story of the little 
Norwegian Lutheran congregation 
that started with 41 members and 
through many struggles grew to our 
present church with 243 members.

This congregation is here tonight only 
through Faith and the Grace of God.  
We pray that the Lord will bless us and 
keep us in His service.

-------

Memories of Bev 
Ostroot

Good Evening!  And 
Happy Anniversary every-
one!  I remember being a 
bit disappointed 24 or 25 

years ago when someone realized 
that we’d let the 50th Anniversary of 
our congregation slip by virtually un-
noticed.  So, I find it very exciting that 
we are celebrating this anniversary 
with such a festive weekend!

I stand before you this evening as a 
member of Bethany Lutheran Church.  
I am also the mother, wife, sister, 
daughter, daughter-in-law, niece, 
granddaughter, grandniece, great 
granddaughter, and various types of 
cousins of present and past members 
of this congregation.  So – even 
though my personal association with 
Bethany goes back “only” 35 years, it 
is an important part of my heritage for 
at least twice that long.

What does Bethany Lutheran Church 
mean to me?  Of primary significance 
is the fact that most of my Christian 
education and most of my worship 
experiences have taken place within 
this congregation, forming the basis of 
my Christian faith.

But, there’s more to it than that.  I’d 
like now to try to give you a sense of 
what it was like, growing up in 
Bethany Lutheran Church in the 50’s 
and early 60’s.  I think you will find this 
little trip down memory lane more 
meaningful if you use this opportunity 
to remember your own early years in 
your home congregation.

Do you remember Sunday School?  
The joy of singing the choruses, the 
difficulty of learning the memory 
verses, the fun of Bible school with its 
crafts and games, the excitement 
and stage-fright of Christmas pro-
grams?  Do you remember learning 
the Bible stories, the Birthday Bank, at-
tendance awards, flannel graph sto-
ries, learning about the missionaries in 
such far-off places as Madagascar 
and Japan and Alaska?  Did you 
study your Sunday School lessons on 
Saturday night?

Then there was Luther League at 
Bethany. In the early 50’s it was a 
family affair.  Since Rev. Lassesson 
served both Eidsvold and Bethany, he 
alternated Sunday morning worship 
services between the two congrega-
tions.  On the Sundays that Bethany 
had no morning worship, we would 
meet in the evening for Luther 
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League.  Remember the evening 
programs in your church?  The musi-
cal number – vocal and instrumental 
– that you and your friends per-
formed; the inspirational reading, the 
guest speakers or guest choirs.  A visit-
ing missionary was always a big 
event.  We were fortunate to have 
Gordon Tang, who is a relative of the 
Bolstads and Steubes and was a mis-
sionary to Japan, share experiences 
with us.  Slide shows were popular in 
those pre-TV days.  I especially re-
member Lloyd Hockerson’s beautiful 
slides of a trip into Jewel Basin.

Remember getting together for fun 
and games in the church basement?  
Spinning around on the piano stool 
until you were dizzy?  How about hay 
rides and Christmas caroling?  Church 
suppers and bazaars?  Church clean-
ing and remodeling and cemetery 
cleanup days?  Did you have a box 
or basket socials?  I remember the fun 
of trying to decorate a box and get it 
to the church without any of the men 
or boys in the congregation seeing it.  
And it was impossible to sit there non-
chalantly while Hank Marken auc-
tioned off my box.  He would tease us 
girls until he guessed whose box he 
held, then tease the boys and men 
into bidding higher and higher for the 
privilege of sharing that lunch.

Of course, not every memory of those 
days is happy.  Were there ever any 
controversies in your home congrega-
tion?  I’ve heard that whenever a 
congregation makes a major 
change, there will be individuals who 
disagree with that decision and may 

leave to find a church home else-
where.  In the few years around 1960, 
Bethany faced several major deci-
sions:  the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church became, nationally, part of 
the new American Lutheran Church.  
We decided to change the Luther 
League from a family organization to 
one for the youth only.  Reverend Las-
sesson accepted a call elsewhere 
and was replaced by Pastor Dale 
Sandstrom.  The decision was made 
to move the congregation to Bigfork.  
We began using the new RED hym-
nals instead of the familiar Concordia.  
I was a teenager then, and as idealis-
tic as they come!  I wanted everyone 
to agree on everything.  It was a time 
of turmoil for me, because people I 
loved and whose opinions I respected 
were on all sides of every disagree-
ment.

One thing that helped me through 
that difficult time was something my 
father said.  He was not one to talk 
much about his faith, but I remember 
clearly the essence of his answer 
when asked his opinion on moving 
the congregation to Bigfork.  He said 
that it seemed like a good idea to 
him, but he believed that the way 
would be found only if it were God’s 
will.  Of course!  God was directing 
this – somehow it would turn out right.

The good times continued, too.  We 
Leaguers held ice skating and tobog-
ganing parties, raised enough money 
through car washes and greeting 
card sales, etc. to pay for the lights in 
the new sanctuary.  We had get-
togethers with other Leagues in the 
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area.  There was a Halloween party at  
a “Spook House” near Loon Lake.  Bi-
ble Camp was always fun.

And there were the crazy things that 
happened – the evening someone 
accidentally mixed the Koolaid with 
SALT instead of sugar (we learned to 
label those containers of white pow-
der!).  Remember the shuffle-board 
game we painted on the basement 
floor – UPSIDE DOWN?  My sister, Caro-
lyn, and I sang a soprano-alto duet 
for League one evening.  Only I was 
so nervous that I kept losing my voice 
– it was more like Carolyn’s alto solo!

Reminiscing is fun, and I could proba-
bly go on all night and bore you to 
death.  But I won’t!  Historians tell us 
that the main reason for looking to 
the past is to learn lessons for the fu-
ture.  Let me share with you some-
thing I’ve learned in recent reminisc-
ing.  It concerns the will of God.  We 
are saddened whenever anyone 
leaves our fellowship to join another 
congregation – whether that congre-
gation is across town or in another 
state.  BUT their new church home is 
blessed by their presence, just as 
Bethany is blessed by our new mem-
bers.  I believe that God’s will for indi-
viduals and for congregations is not 
always the same!

This weekend, lets remember to praise 
God for Bethany’s 75 year history.  
And let us continue, as individuals, 
and as a congregation, to seek to do 
HIS will in the years ahead.

-----

Memories of Olander Slethaug

Lutheran Christian activity 
began in the year 1896 
by a Pastor Berg in a log 
school house – District #4, 
Swan River.  This was or-
ganized in 1893.

Concern for people was evident at 
this time.  This was before any logging 
activity started.  According to old 
timers about the only place you could 
see blue sky was “straight up.”

Then in 1901 – 08 women concerned 
about Christian activity met with Mrs. 
Sophie Johnson (Carlyle Johnson’s 
grandmother) and her brother, Chris 
Clausen. Reverend Midthun helped 
them organize a Ladies Aide – three 
meetings were held in 1901 and eight 
meetings in 1902.

On March 26, 1906, the Swan River 
Scandinavian Evangelical Lutheran 
Church was organized.  Then in 1909 
Hauge’s Synod branch of Lutheran 
Church was organized and incorpo-
rated.  They met for several years in 
the Old Temperance hall where Swan 
River Community Hall now stands.

Note of interest – at a meeting of the 
Ladies Aide in 1912, my mother, who 
was Secretary-Treasurer of the aide 
year after year, made this note to en-
ter in the minutes book concerning 
their afternoon snack.  It read:

“27th December, 1912 – Motion 
made and carried to cut down on 
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serving so much for lunch which 
now would consist of the following:
2 kinds of sandwiches
2 kinds of cake
1 kind of cookies
1 kind of salad and pickles”

*  *  *  *  *  *  *
There was talk of building a church at 
a meeting in 1914, but was not ac-
complished until 1918, when people 
got together from different synods 
and accepted the constitution of 
Norwegian Lutheran Church of Amer-
ica.

Also, at this meeting an amendment 
was passed to allow the ladies who 
had worked so hard over twenty 
years to vote at annual meetings.  I’m 
not trying to win Brownie Points with 
the ladies, but a lot of credit over this 
past seventy-five years for success of 
the church goes to the ladies – {Equal 
Rights Amendment!)

To start the new church in 1918 the 
congregation had about $900.00 and 
the Ladies group donated $563.00.  
Land was donated by an uncle of 
Markens and Slethaugs.  Lumber and 
labor was donated.

Would like to say before the new 
church was built, there was Christian 
concern for people over the world, 
and I remember many conversations 
about sending financial help to mis-
sionaries in Madagascar (this was in 
my later teens).

Doesn’t it make you feel good that 
we are still helping unfortunate peo-

ple in other parts of the world?   First 
air lift to Guatemala (he expounded 
upon this).

After the church was built, a youth 
group was formed.  Twenty services 
were held in 1920.  The pastor served 
Bethany, Somers and Whitefish 
churches!

Change always brings discussion:  (1) 
Name change in the late 1940’s!  (2) 
Seating of the congregation – it used 
to be that all the men sat on one side 
of the church and all the women on 
the other.  (3) To have “collection 
plates” stirred a lot of discussion for 
several meetings during 1940 --- 
before we had them.  (4) Changing 
songbooks always brought discussion 
and still does!!!  (5) Changing constitu-
tion always brought discussion. (6) At 
one time there were only three trus-
tees.

I’m sure some changes brought on a 
lot of heartaches, BUT as Christians, 
we should believe in and have for-
giveness.  Change takes place every 
day.

We should be thankful that through-
out the seventy-five years CHRIST was 
the centerpiece.  Isn’t that the most 
important?

Thanks for listening!
-----
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Memories of Robin Nice

Good evening Ladies 
and Gentlemen:

For those of you who 
don’t know me, my 
name is Robin Nice, and 

I am a Senior here at Bigfork High 
School and have attended Bethany 
Lutheran Church and participated in 
Luther League for the past seven 
years.  My family and I moved to the 
Flathead Valley from Helena where 
we attended First Lutheran Church.  
Upon arriving in Bigfork, we searched 
for another Lutheran Church to at-
tend – the result of that search was 
Bethany.  From the moment I walked 
in the door, I knew something was dif-
ferent about THIS church.  The friendly 
greetings and warm smiles told us all 
that this was home.  It has been ever 
since.

In seven years, Bethany has seen a lot 
of changes in her life and the lives of 
her members.  Disagreements have 
flared up and died down, people 
have moved on, new members have 
joined, and innumerable changes 
have taken place.  Yet…. 75 years 
later, she’s still going strong.

The Luther League Youth of Bethany 
have also been through some 
changes.  Two years ago, we pro-
posed to the congregation, a consti-
tutional change to allow a youth of 
fifteen years of age to vote at meet-
ings, except in matters of purchasing 
property.  Recently, the congregation 
ratified the proposal of a League 

member to sit on the council.  This 
matter will be brought up for a vote 
at the next annual meeting in Janu-
ary.  The League has also experi-
enced changes in leadership.  For 
years, a beloved member of the 
congregation advised us and in-
structed the High School Sunday 
School class.  Ms. Ganz left us this 
summer to go on to bigger and better 
things.

Of course, the inevitable is approach-
ing for all Senior leaguers.  The time 
when we move on to bigger and 
better things – COLLEGE.  The most 
wonderful part of this whole thing is 
YOU – the congregation.  You have 
established Bethany in our hearts and 
minds as our home church.  The 
warmth and friendliness that I experi-
enced on my first Sunday at Bethany 
is still felt by those who visit our con-
gregation.  Being able to make a per-
son feel welcome in a strange place 
is a great asset.  Bethany has been 
doing it for 75 years….three-fourths of 
a century!  That’s even older than 
me!!  Seventy-five years of reaching 
out and growing in Christian under-
standing and love is an admirable 
accomplishment.  Thank you Bethany 
for being the church that we, the 
youth of the congregation, can call 
HOME.  And, congratulations on 
seventy-five years of service to the 
Lord.
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Centennial Activities Scrapbook
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Bethany Quilters’ 
Centennial Quilt

Bethany Centennial Committee, L to R: 
Aase Veseth, Leoma Taylor, Sharon Schiltz, 

Don Taylor, Donna Harbin, Betty Stuart, 
June Jorgenson, Bev Ostroot, Catherine Haug, 

Arne Brosten, Al VandenBerg

Pie Social

Pie Social Entertainment:  Ed 
Sprenger & Karen Bradstreet

July 4 Parade:  Bethany 
Viking Ship Float Hootenanny:  Ruby & Phil 

Dynneson singing “Slewfoot”



Longtime Members
Today, with a membership of 379 baptized, and 321 confirmed members, as we 
look back on our history we find several people who have been members of 
Bethany for many years since the time of the Church in Swan River:

We thank God on this day of our 100th Anniversary, September 17, 2006, for all 
our members, no matter the length of their membership. 
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1913 Selia Ramsfield Mildren (pictured L)

1933 Florence Slethaug (pictured R)

1935 Janette (Dolly) Evenson (pictured L)

1938 Sharon Slethaug Schiltz (pictured R(

1943 Norman & Louise Skiftun (pictured, R)

1946 Lillian Risdal Bailey (pictured L)

Beverly Ramsfield Ostroot (pictured p 34)

1950 Marge Bolstad (pictured, R)

Kent Bolstad (pictured, L)

1948 Magdalyn Brosten (pictured p30),

Arne Brosten (pictured, R)

Deanna Brosten Conley (pictured p26),

1948 Alvin Gordon (pictured L)

1948 Catherine Haug (pictured R)

1950 David Ottosen (pictured L)

1951 Doug Gordon (pictured R)

1959/60 Hazel Broeder (pictured L)

1960 Harriett Hullett (pictured, R)



A Tribute to Bethany Lutheran Church, 
By Herbert O.L. Knutsen, 2006

“Your Church”

Together we work
And sometimes we play,
We laugh and we weep
And together we pray.

Together rejoicing
Together we serve,
Sometimes we falter

And then lose our nerve.

We need each other 
To bring to us hope,
A kind helping hand
To help us to cope.

When we sin we feel
A deep sense of shame,

And confessing, give thanks
That Jesus came.

We are sinners, we know,
In our life on this earth,
We seek ways to grow

And in Christ find rebirth.

As the Church we fall short
Of what each of us could be,

But by God’s holy Grace,
Through repentance we’re set free.

Freed to touch the troubled,
With kindness and with care.
Without unkindly judgments

God’s love we’re called to share.

God bless all of you
In your happy event!
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Doxology 

Benediction
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Back cover:  The Lord’s Prayer, and Ten Commandments in Swedish; donated by Ken Larson

The Lord bless thee, and keep thee; 
The Lord make His face shine upon thee,  

And be gracious unto thee; 
The Lord lift up His countenance upon thee,  

And give thee peace. 
Amen






