50 Year History of Messiah Lutheran Church Aspen
1954-2004

Messiah Lutheran Church had its beginnings in 1954, when several members who had been attending Holy Cross in Glenwood Springs, asked Pastor Gerold L. “Ole” Oldsen to conduct services in Aspen.  At a formative meeting on September 17, 1954, at the home of Robert Zick, with 14 persons attending, it was decided to hold services on the 1st and 3rd Sundays of the month at 7 p.m. beginning October 3, 1954.

The Kobey building, as it was then known, (478 E Hopkins Ave) was obtained for their use free of charge.  Chairs were loaned by the Golden Horn Restaurant until ski season.  A piano was borrowed, an altar and pulpit arranged by members.  Benches were later built to replace the chairs.  The first service was attended by 45 souls.  In October, a Sunday School was begun with 14 children.  The first Christmas Eve service had 65 in attendance.

When the Kobey building was no longer available, a room in the basement of the Elks building below Tom’s Market became available.  This was a dreary, noisy meeting place with bare bulbs hanging from the ceiling.  Here they continued until about 1963, when it became necessary to vacate.  The group then met in member’s homes for about a year.

During this period, a lot east of Aspen was purchased, but because of prohibitive building restrictions, this lot plus cash was traded for the present site.  Through efforts on the part of the members (Earl Hose, Dick Wright and Bob Zick, who built the altar, pulpit and lectern, some parts of which are now incorporated into our present altar area) this small Pan-Abode log chapel was erected and dedicated on October 4, 1964.  It must be noted that the congregation was entirely self-supporting.  The church building was financed by gifts from visitors and finally, a small bank loan was underwritten by the members.
For some years, the congregation grew and also had an active Sunday School and Bible class.  Due to regulations which made business difficult, six families moved elsewhere and the congregation suffered financially and numerically.  Shortly, thereafter, Pastor Oldsen was forced to resign from his other duties due to deteriorating health.   He agreed to continue solely as Aspen’s Pastor.  The Church was then able to have its’ first Sunday morning service in September of 1969.

In August 1981, Pastor Oldsen completely retired and Pastor John Hirst was installed as Missionary-at-large in the Aspen/Basalt area.  Under his leadership and with the help of the Holy Spirit, the congregation was again going forward with 2 weekly services in Aspen and 1 in El Jebel. Sunday School and 3 Bible classes were active again.  Evangelism seminars were held and spiritual growth was great with 105 baptized members.  The congregation, at this time, was planning a new building to better serve their present and future needs for worshipping our Lord and serving his people.
Plans for a new building began in 1983, with Synod representation urging us to consider a more visible building site.  Following months of exhaustive research and finding no site financially feasible, it was decided to use the present site in spite of vigorous objections from neighbors.

Simultaneous with our ambitious building plans, our Church celebrated its 30th anniversary with a special service to a packed house in the little chapel.  

Due to member’s investments in the Lutheran Church Extension Fund, we were able to secure a construction loan from them to start the new Church.  Plans were drawn by Swede Olsen with Don Hose arranging the physical requirements to church specifications. The Laborers for Christ were available for building construction in 1985.  Many laborers were lodged in member’s homes while others in the congregation supplied daily lunches during the building period.  In addition to the L.F.C. crew, a number of our members offered their support and efforts in the building of the basement and fellowship hall.  Lichen rock was gathered from Red Table Mountain, above Reudi Reservoir, for the face of the Church.  Members also gathered (“living stones”: 1 Peter 2:5) from the river to cover the original altar from the Pan-Abode Chapel.  The woodwork covering the altar, along with the pulpit, lectern, and baptismal font, was done by Mark Sommers.  The pews came from a Baptist church in the Denver area which had burned, leaving the pews blackened and seemingly unusable.  They were “made alive” (2 Corinthians 5:17) through salvage, bleach, re-staining and shortening into the form you see today.  They, along with the chancel chairs, donated by the First Baptist Church of Aspen,  were covered by Aspen Upholstry. During this time also, for the price of hauling away the log Chapel, it was first moved to Redstone and is currently used as a private residence in Marble.  This made way for our new parking lot. 
Not having a building for services, the Charlemagne Restaurant in the Floradora building on Main Street allowed us the use of its premises for Sunday morning services.  With the new building at near completion, we were able to hold our Christmas Eve service in 1985.  The Johannus Organ, a computer-generated instrument built in Holland, was sold to us at a substantially reduced price through the Music Center of Glenwood Springs.  It was used for the presentation of Handel’s “Messiah” by the Aspen Community Choir earlier that month.

When Pastor Hirst left us in January 1986 to relocate to Florida, we were able to call Pastor Dan Werning, who was installed in February 1987, followed by our new Church dedication in June of that year, with 1 charter member, Florence Hose, present.  The El Jebel mission was discontinued at this time.
Subsequently, through the efforts of Augie Reno we gained approval to build a parsonage above the fellowship hall, qualifying as affordable housing, with our Pastor in residence.  The Laborers for Christ were again available …this time the Church providing trailer parking for them at the Aspen/Basalt Campground.
Pastor Werning left us in December 1991 and Pastor Tim Puls accepted our call and was installed in October 1992.  Being the first pastor, with his wife and family to occupy our new parsonage, her remained with us to December 1997, when he was called to Ft. Wayne, IN.

Following Pastor Puls’ departure, it was necessary for us to apply for a vicar and Matt Switzer was assigned to us for 1 year, under the tutorage of Pastor Alan Anderson at Holy Cross in Glenwood Springs.  After Vicar Switzer’s return to the Seminary, Vicar Lance O’Donnell served us until June 2000.  
We then called Pastor Eric Ahlemeyer and held his Ordination and Installation on August 13, 2000.  He remained with us until Easter 2003.  He confirmed 6 young people during his tenure.

In the following year, through the time-consuming efforts of President Bob Davis, it has been our good fortune and blessing to have our pulpit filled on Sundays by retired and otherwise available pastors, some for 1 weekend, and others for longer stays;  all this in the absence of a regular pastor.  Some of these men traveled great distance to serve us.  

In 2004, it was again decided to call a full-time pastor.  Our former Vicar, Matt Switzer became available and accepted our call.  Arriving in late August, with his wife, Nikki and little Emily and Elijah, they were settled in with the help of Ft. Wayne friends and our church members.  Pastor Switzer’s Installation on August 29, 2004 was attended by a number of Rocky Mountain region pastors, members and friends. 

We held a month-long celebration of Messiah’s 50 years in Aspen with visiting dignitaries such as Dr. Paul Maier and Dr. Oswald Hoffmann leading services.
Pastors who have served us:

Rev Gerold L “Ole” Oldsen        October 3, 1954 – August 23, 1981

Rev  John C. Hirst                       August 23, 1981 – January 19, 1986

Rev Daniel J Werning                 February 8, 1987 – January   ,   1992
Rev Timothy R Puls                    October 18, 1992 – December 7, 1997

Vicar Matthew Switzer                July 19, 1998     – June 27, 1999

Vicar Lance O’Donnell               July 25, 1999     –   June 11, 2000

Rev Eric M Ahlemeyer               August 13, 2000 – April 20, 2003

Rev Matthew D Switzer              August 29, 2004 – October 21, 2007
Rev Thomas J Thierfelder           January 4, 2009
