
Shepherd of the Desert Lutheran Church, Sun City, founded 1960. 
Exterior front and side views seen on June 17, 2008 
Bell tower erected 2002 to replace original removed from roof in 1987 
Reception area, library and meeting room with portraits of pastors 



Old kitchen added on to and doubled in size to create a new, commercial grade kitchen. 
Special training required of all users. 

Shepherd of the Desert Lutheran Church 
Walton Hall built in 1973 and in its third renovation. 

Women's Luncheon June 17, 2008 
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Shepherd of the Desert Lutheran Church 
Sun City, Arizona 

June 16, 2008 

Today we are going to build a church. But first, let's set the stage. In the 
summer of 1959, Del Webb, a building contractor, and James Boswell, a cotton 
farmer, went into partnership to develop 20,000 acres of land on either side of 
Grand Avenue. Just south of this land was a brand new community called 
Youngtown, the world's first city to be restricted to people over 60 years of age. 
Del Webb's executives had researched the concept of retirement communities 
and decided to take it one step further ... the world's first active retirement 
community. 

Just five months later, on New Year's Day, January 1, 1960, Sun City had 
its grand opening. A fountain marked the entrance to the new shopping center 
and Safeway grocery store that was ready for business. Then came Oakmont 
Avenue where a recreation center and completely equipped crafts building 
overlooked lawn bowling, shuffleboard, horseshoe pitching and croquet courts, a 
swimming pool and 9-hole golf course. Five cement block model homes, 
tastefully furnished and priced from $8500 to $11 ,500, stood ready for inspection. 
Everywhere else was empty land and cotton fields . 

On the eve of the big event, the men of Del Webb Company wondered if 
anyone would show up on a holiday to see their accomplishment. It represented 
a $2 million dollar investment. Success depended on hundreds of 50+ year-old 
people deciding to forsake their old lives and start new ones in the middle of the 
desert. 

The answer to this question came pretty quickly. Original plans called for 
selling 1700 homes in the first three years. But by the end of the first weekend, 
over 100,000 people had poured down Grand Avenue to see the new 
development and 237 houses had been sold. Two months later, when the 
second tract of 675 homes was started, Devco was advertising "Arizona's fastest 
growing city." 

It took just 90 days to build each of the new houses so by April 1960 
people were moving in. These were a mixed lot who came from all 50 states 
and several foreign countries. Some lived on Social Security and some were 
millionaires with every other income level between. They brought their many 
different faiths with them so that by October 1960 the first church group was 
meeting at Oakmont Center. 

The honor of being the second church to organize in Sun City belongs 
to ... YOU! A notice in the November 7, 1960 News-Sun read: 
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Initial Lutheran Church services in Sun City will be held at 9 a.m. this 
Sunday at the Sun City Community Center. 

The Board of American Missions in New York City has sent the Rev. 
Albert B. Schwertz, D.D., L.D. to serve as resident pastor. 

Dr. Schwertz, who retired recently from a downtown Los Angeles 
pastorate, which he served for nearly two decades, announced his initial 
sermon will be on "First Things First" 

Dr. and Mrs. Schwertz, who will reside at 12013 Cherry Hills Drive, 
said a warm welcome awaits any Sun Citian who desires to call on them. 
They will be home to callers after Monday. 

Thirty years later, Reverend Schwertz' widow Lula remembered scouring 
Sun City in search of support for their new endeavor. "We visited evety' home 
- that's not boasting because there weren't too many people here then." 
They gathered a small group of residents and met to organize in the home of 
John and Ruth Zilien in the fall of 1960. About 85 people attended the church's 
first Sunday service. "We were all kinds of Lutherans" Lula said. By April 
1961, the congregation of 125 members had been recognized by the United 
Lutheran Church in America and was meeting for services at the Community 
Center on Oakmont. The Schwertzes moved on to serve a church in Carlsbad, 
California, and Reverend H. Maxwell Walton became the first pastor. 

Because Del Webb realized the importance of churches as centers of 
community activity, large lots were set aside for each of the various 
denominations. Just two years later, in December 1962, the newspaper 
reported: 

Clear skies and BO-degree temperatures prevailed at the ground­
breaking ceremony Sunday, December 9, for the building of the Shepherd 
of the Desert Lutheran Church at 111th Avenue and Montana Avenue in Sun 
City. 

Reverend ... Walton, pastor of the church, used a unique and 
effective arrangement to include the members and friends in the ground 
breaking. Before the ceremony the audience was asked to take Its place 
along a white line that marked the foundation of the building, thus 
presenting the actual design of the proposed building. 

Reverend Walton opened the ceremony with prayer after which the 
members sang the hymn "The Church's One Foundation." After the 
benediction, Reverend Walton turned three spades of the earth In 
dedication to the Trinity. [Then the] members also turned the earth along 
the outline of the building so that when each had participated a trench was 
made around the entire foundation. "Blest Be the Tie That Binds" was 
sung with all joining hands. The ceremony was closed by Reverend Walton 
In prayer. 
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The original church building was completed in 1963. According to Emil 
Fischer, who wrote and illustrated The Churches of Sun Cities in 1987, "The 
architecture of the interior is more traditional than most of the recently 
completed Sun City churches. One is conscious of a nave, chancel and 
transepts in this cruciform plan. The height of the nave is accentuated by 
the upward sweep of the pointed, laminated wooden arches supporting the 
roof. The altar is flanked by delicately outlined symbolic figures depicting 
the "Shepherd of the Desert." While other Sun City churches began by 
building a large, open social hall that also served for worship, the interior of 
Shepherd of the Desert "conveyed a sense of relaxed meditation ... receptive 
of the liturgical mood it attempts to create. The congregation [can] feel this 
sense of worship as it enters the sanctuary." 

Another remarkable feature of the church was its steeple with bells that 
could be heard for miles around the flat desert landscape. Topping out at 100 
feet above ground, it was generally considered the highest recognizable 
landmark in the southern portion of Sun City. 

Ten years later, Walton Hall-an office and lounge area connected to the 
church-was completed and dedicated. It was later converted into a choir 
rehearsal room, meeting room and storage areas. Moveable walls could be 
rearranged to open the small areas into a large space seating up to 500. 

In 1986, the congregation raised $850,000 to completely renovate the 
original facilities, including Watton Hall, a social hall, choir rooms and an 
educational unit. 

By the year 2000, the venerable church steeple had undergone numerous 
repairs to stop roof leaks, which had damaged the wood panels and altar of the 
interior. Tar, foam and other sealants had been tried but the expansion and 
contraction of the metal structure defeated them all. There was no way to fix the 
problem other than to remove it. On October 11 , 2000, crowds of people stood 
and watched as a work crew sawed through the angle bar and beams that 
anchored the steeple. A huge crane attempted to lift the steeple away but it held 
fast. Only after the sheet metal of the structure had been entirely cut around was 
the 10,000-pound monument lifted away. A job that was supposed to be over by 
noon took over 12 hours of exhausting work. 

"When the steeple came down yet another surprise waited. The 
[tower} had been inhabited by a swarm of bees. The honeycomb filled the 
bell and surrounded the ball-peen hammer." Avery Poling, known as the 'Sun 
City bee man' was summoned to take care of the estimated 75,000 bees within 
the bell area. Fortunately, most of the crowd had already disbursed and no one 
was stung. 
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Having disposed of the bees, Shepherd of the Desert proceeded with the 
rest of its $200,000 renovation project, which included new handicapped­
accessible rest rooms, a new coat of paint inside the sanctuary and new roofing 
where the steeple had stood for 37 years. 

In his book, Emil Fischer wrote that Shepherd of the Desert "is 
particularly known for its caring and serving ministry. 11 From the start, 
special groups for members were organized. Lula Schwertz recalled that "We 
had men's and women's groups, and every week the choir went to nursing 
homes, where we had little services. We started that immediately so that 
everyone was geared to serving others. 11 

Under Reverend Walton, who led the church for 21 years, and his 
successor Reverend Russell Swanson who retired in 1987, church membership 
grew to over 1000. Many original ministerial programs began in this church. 

In 1963, the church joined six others in support of the American Cancer 
Society "Reach for Recovery" program in Sun City that provided equipment and 
comfort for those dealing with cancer. 

In conjunction with Interfaith Services, which is dedicated to keeping 
residents independent in their homes as long as possible, the church sponsored 
a Day Care Center . 

Although 95 percent of the church's members were from Sun City and 
Youngtown, there were also families with children from El Mirage and Peoria and 
youngsters visiting their relatives. For them, the church provided a Sunday 
School and Vacation Bible School during the summer. 

By the time the church celebrated its 30th anniversary under Reverend 
Harold Peterson, service programs to its 850 members included : 

► A biannual Love In when shut-ins and homebound members were 
individually escorted to church and hosted throughout a communion 
service and luncheon. ''These people just love to get back into the 
sanctuary," said Reverend Peterson. 

► Care N'Share members visiting fellow members and providing them with 
transportation or errand running. 

► Emotions Anonymous, a support group for those coping with personal or 
family problems 

► Growth through Grief, an outlet for men and women to discuss their grief 
process 

► Love Corps, a woman's group that contacts members recently released 
from the hospital 

The Stephens Ministry, which trains lay people to be spiritual caregivers to 
shut-ins, was initiated by Reverend Bruce Ayers. "When we were talking about 
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the ministry, we realized we needed about $3,000 to get it going," Ayers 
said. "I went out and got the funds from many very generous contributors." 
Although a heart attack caused Reverend Ayers to resign his pastorate in 1996 
after only five years, the ministry program continues to this day. And, happily, so 
does Reverend Ayers who is still doing what he loves best, one-on-one visiting 
with parishioners. 

In 2001, to further its goal of making the church totally handicapped­
accessible, Shepherd of the Desert purchased a Ford 12-passenger van with 
wheelchair lift and space for up to three wheelchairs. A second van transports 
people who can no longer drive. "The really important thing about the 
ministry is the breadth that it gives," said Associate Pastor Barbara Duhlstine­
Robarge. ''We need to be committed to helping [those] .. with special needs. 
It keeps people coming when they have a setback." Other changes include 
automatic doors and shortening the pews to accommodate wheelchairs. 
According to Pastor Ronald Pechauer, who had to be on crutches following a 
recent accident, "I remember how hard it was to get into places that weren't 
handicapped accessible. We actually had one couple who started 
attending church again after we shortened the pews so that the wheelchair 
wasn't out in the aisle. It makes people feel comfortable." 

In November, 2001 , Shepherd of the Desert Lutheran Church celebrated 
its 40th birthday with plans for a new bell tower to be dedicated on Easter Sunday 
2002. 

Starting with nothing but the faithful, dedicated Lutherans of Sun City and 
Youngtown, a church rose in the desert and made a difference in peoples' lives. 
I hope that collectively, as a church, you will build on this beginning so that by 
2010, when you celebrate the church's 50th Anniversary, you can share your 
story with the whole community. 

Presented by 
Carole Parnell 

Sun Cities Area 
Historical Society 

Carole Parnell is a retired teacher/school librarian from Ohio, who moved to Sun City 
West in 1997. She has 1NOrked in customer service at the Daily News-Sun and as a 
church secretary. For six years she was on the board of Habitat for Humanity of the 
West Valley and is now on the board of the Sun Cities Historical Society. 
This history was made possible because of Jane Freeman, who founded 
the Sun Cities Area Historical Society and who comes in everyday to glean articles from 
newspapers and other publications for the collection. 
The collection proved its value on this occasion because Sandra Heatherly, who 
organized the Tuesday, June 17, 2008, luncheon, called on Friday to ask about her 
speaker. When it turned out that no one was scheduled, Carole met with her on 
Saturday morning at which time Sandra asked for a history of the church. The above 
presentation was compiled out of a few newspaper articles, Jubilee and The Churches of 
the Sun Cities. The group was satisfied with the result and voted $30 to thank the 
Society. 



Lutherans hold 
first services 

<November 7, 1960) 
Initial Lutheran Church services in Sun City 

will be held at 9 a.m. this Sunday at the Sun 
City Community Center. 

The board of Amer1can Missions In New York 
City has sent· the Rev. Albert B. _Schwertz, 
D.D., L.D., to serve as resident pastor. · 

Dr. Schwertz, who retired recently from a 
downtown Los Angeles pastorate which he 
served for nearly two decades, announced his 
Initial sermon will be on. "First Things First." 

Dr. and Mrs. Schwertz, who will reside at 
12013 Cherry Hills Dr., said a warm welcome 
awaits any Sun Citian who desire to call on 
them. They will be at home to callers after 
Monday. 
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Lutheran church 
marks 40th birthday 

Shepherd of the Desert 
Lutheran Church 11025 N. 
111 th Ave. , celebrates its 40th 
anniversary this weekend. 
Guest preacher will be the Rev. 
Harold Peterson, senior pastor 
of the congregation from 1988 
to 1995. 

The church, one of the first 
congregations established in 
Sun City, held its first worship 
service in I 961 at Oakmont 
Recreation Center. 

The congregation is lpoking 
forward to construction of a 
new bell tower in 2002. The 
new tower will replace a 100-
foot tower removed last year 
and is expected to be dedicated 
on Easter Sunday. 
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Bus adds to Shepherd's flock 
HANDICAPPED 
ACCESS I Bl LITY: 

Moline can now make it to 
the services a little easier. 

Moline, who was diag­
nosed with polio when he was 
17-years-old, has been con­
fined to a wheelchair most of 
his life, and driving has 
always been a bit of a burden 
to him. But getting to his 
place of worship Is much eas· 
ier now that the church has 

It has been growing in popu· 
larity with many members. 
according to congregant Jean 
Swanson, a winter resident 
who has attended Shepherd 
of lhe Desert for the past 
eight years when she's in the· 
desert. 

or cannot drive. 
"The bus that's not 

ha ncl lea pped · access i b I e 
opened a ministry lo those 
who didn't drive." Pastor 
Ronald Pechauer explained. 
"WiU1 the new bus. we are 
opening up a ministry for 
those who are in wheelchairs 
or walkers." 

Lutheran church in 
Sun City makes 
strides to 
accommodate 
those with 
physical 
challenges 

· purchased a new 
handicapped-accessible bus. 

"I have my own van with a 
lift, but it isn't always 
dependable," Moline said. 
"Now I can call up lhe church 
and they will. come and get 
me." 

"It's a very active program 
and Is growing all the time," 
she said. "The church has a 
goal to make the entire build· 
Ing handicapped-accessible 
too." 

The bus has a state-of-I he­
art wheelchair lifl and 
enough room to fil three 
wheelchairs. The church also 
has a second bus lo provide 
transportation for ab le· 
bodied members who do not 

The bus provides transpor· 
talion for each Sunday ser­
vice. but also for a ll other 
church functions. Pechauer 
said. 

JOHN SOKOLICH 
DAILY NEWS-SUN 

After 12 years as a mem­
ber of Shepherd of the Desert 
Lutheran Church, John 

Church members pur· 
chased lhe bus lasl fall, and 

In the past couple of years. 
the church has gone through 
several upgrades. including 
installation of automatic 

see Crutches stint. A5 

from A1 
doors and shortening the 
pews, to more easily accom­
modate those In wheelchairs. 

"It sure has come a long 
way from when I was young­
er," Moline said. "It used to be 

· that there were very few 
places I could go in my wheel­
chair, and to just look at the 
church (now). it really is a 
great thing they did." 

The church also has 
upgraded its bathrooms to 
make them handicapped 
accessible. 

"I think what we did Is 
open up the ministry to those 
members who are active, bul 
weren't able lo attend 
because of lack of accessibili· 
ty." Pechauer said. "We actu­
ally had one couple who 
started attending church 
again after we shortened the 
pews so that the wheelchair 
wasn't out in U1e aisle. It 
makes people feel 
comfortable." 

Pechauer said he has been 
a big s upporter of the bus 
and church renovations, and 
following a recent accident, 

he gained empathy for those 
with physical challenges. 

"I was on crutches. and I 
remember how hard it was lo 
get into places that weren't 
Ftandicapped-accessible, • he 
said. "I guess sometimes 
that's all il takes to get it 
motivated - when you actu­
ally see how things are from 
someone else's point of view." 

All the renovations have 
been a welcome change at the 
church. and even more are 
planned in the future. 

"It's a great thing, and has 
been very helpful to many of 
our members, Swanson said. 

MOLLIE J. HOPPES/DAILY NEWS-SUN 

Bob Luger helps John Moline board the Shepherd of the 
Desert Lutheran Church bus Wednesday evening. The, new 
handicapped-accessible bus can h_old up to three wheelchairs 
and eight additional passengers . . 
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LENDING A HAND 
Church's new van proves boon to ·handicapped 

ByJULINESSETT 
Independent Newspapers 

Recognizing the special needs of 
some of their parishioners and 
prospective congregation members, 
officials at Shepherd of the Desert 
Lutheran Church recently decided 
lo purchase a new handicapped­
accessible van. 

Funded solely through contribu­
tions of parishoners, special gifts and 
memorial donations, the Ford E-
450 van was received last November. 

Parishioner Robert "Bob" Luger 
drives the new van for church func­
tions and says about 30 people use 
the service. 

Those wanting to attend·a church 
service or another church event, are 

picked up at their homes and then 
taken home following the function. 

The van has seating for up to 
three wheelchairs, perfect for the 
parish, which has three members in 
wheelchairs. 

Maintenance, gasoline and insur­
ance for the van are all funded 
through a special van ministry fund. 

There is no charge for the service 
and any donations given to the driv­
er for rides are directed into the van 
fund. 

Currently the new van is used 
three to four days a week. 

Before the congregation received 
the new van, Mr. Luger would have 
to borrow Good Shepherd Care 
Center ·s haqd icapped-accessible 
van to transport wheelchair-bound 

Photo by JULI NESSETT/ lndependent Newspapers 
Robert Luger assists Helen Normark out of Shepherd of the Desert 
Lutheran Church's new handicapped-accessible van. Ms. Normark said 
_the van service is a tremendous help to her. 

individuals. 
Helen Normark, a member of 

Shepherd of the Desert ·s congrega­
tion since 1974 who is currently in 
a wheelchair due lo a bad hip, says 
the van is a great help. 

"You would have to depend on 
friends otherwise. It ·s a tremendous 
help for me. I probably wouldn't get 
here if it wasn't for this," she said. 

Cost of the 12-passenger van was 
approximately $55,000, according 
to Associate Pastor Barbara 
Duhlstine-Robarge. 

Pastor Duh lstine-Robarge said 
the van has been a very exciting 
addition to the ministry. 

" It's a good addition. I think it 

offers something to people in tlie 
community." she noted. 

Since receiving the van, the min­
istry has made other changes, seek­
ing to accommodate people with 
special needs. 

Several pew areas in the sanc tu­
ary were a ltered to allow people in 
wheelchairs several areas which to 
choose. 

The church also recently joined 
the national organization, Acces­
sible Congregation Campaign. 

"The really important thing about 
the ministry is the breadth that it 
gives," said Pastor Duhlstine­
Robarge. " We need to be committed 

. to helping handicapped_people with 
special needs. 

"You have a lot of barriers to over­
come when you are handicapped. 
And this is something that can en­
courage them to become more hol­
istic in accepting who they are. even 
if they are now physically chal­
lenged," she said. " It keeps people 
coming when they have a setback." 

Users of the van service do not 
have to be members of the congre; 
gation, the associate pastor stressed. 

According to Mr. Luger, approxi­
mate ly five individuals who are not 
members of the church are current­
ly using the service. 

Anyone interested in attending a 
church function at Shepherd of the 
Desert who is in need of transporta­
tion or handicapped-accessible 
transportation is invited to call the 
church office at 933-1359. 
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PASSING OF AN ERA 
Congregation bids farewell to lan_dmark steeple 

By JULI NESSETT 
Independent Newspapers 

A longtime Sun C ity landmark 
has disappeared from the local sky­
line. 

The steeple that had been atop 
Shepherd of the Desert Lutheran 
C hurch, 11025 N. I I Ith Ave .. was 
removed Oct. 11 lo prevent further 
water damage lo the church 's inte­
rior. 

The bells, which could once be 
heard for mi les around the steeple, 
which was erected in 1963, were 
silenced. 

Members of the church had' tried 
everything and removing s teeple 
was the onl y solutio n in the eyes of 
the cong regatio n . Wood pane ls 
ins ide the church had suffe red 
water damage, as did the altar. 

Tar, foam and almost every o ther 
type of sealant avai lable had been 
tried. 

T he c hurc h began thinking 
about removing the steeple a few 
years ago bul it was only in March 
that a drive began to rai se the funds 
necessary fo r the removal o f the 
steeple and other re novatio ns. 

In only a few months. the con­
g regatio n of Shephe rd o f the 
Desert raised $200.000 for the pro­
ject. 

" l11 a way I hale to see it go," 
said Ed Aho, a retired pastor and 
me mber o f the church. " II was a 
good landmark but it was poorly 
eng ineered," he said. 

Rick Hayduk, the project man­
ager, explaine~ the re was really no 
way to fix the problem other than 
to remove it.' 

" Most of the ones I've dealt with 
before have been wooden but this 

,one here is all metal and when it's 
' so hot the metal expands and con- · 

tfacts and the joints just start to 
loosen up," said Mr. Hayduk. 

':They have had people up there 
· constantly • try ing to fix it -and 
unfortunate ly this is th~ir last 

' resort," he added. . ..-~ . - . 

Photo courtesy of TEO LEE 

Employees of MAC Demolition prepare to re move the s teeple of Shepherd 
of the Des ert Lutheran Church on Oct. 11 . In what turned out to be a long, 
a rduous task, the s teeple was finally removed s ho rtly after dark. 

The steeple was orig inally sched­
uled 10 come down on Oct. IO but 
rain ke pt the de mo litio n crews 
away. So, at 9 a.m. Oct. 11 . as 
crowds of people stood and waited, 
demolition time was at hand. But it 
didn ' t happen. Then at 10 :30 a.m. it 
was going to come down and it did-
n 't. . 

It was muc h more of a job than 
the work crew had anticipated. The 
steeple was held up by s ix-inch 
angle bat and thoug h this U1!Ually 
could be easily cut with a to rch, 

because much of the church is held 
up by wooden beams. a to rch could 
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have caused a fire. 
When all of the' beams had been 

cut, a huge MARCO crane attempt­
ed to lift the steeple away, but it 
stubbornly he ld fast. The crew then 
did more culling and again, the 
steeple didn ' t budge. · 

It was only afte r the sheet metal 
of the structure had been entire ly 
cut around that the I 0,000-pound 
monument was lifted away. And 
although the crew had antic ipated 
being through by noon, Murphy's 
Law came into play and it wasn' t 
until 7:50 p.m., and over 12 hours 
of exhausting work had been com­
pleted , that the steeple finally fe ll. 

Mike Cook. president MAC 
Demolition, said it was an unusual 
event for his crew. " We usually put 
them up, not take them off," he said. 

When the steeple came down yet 
another surprise awaited. The entire 
bell had been inhabited by swarm of 
bees. The honeycomb filled the be ll 
and surrounded the ball -peen ham­
me r. A local beekeeper was 
summoned to the scene. 

" Because the bell hadn't been 
operated in several years, they were 
able to make their home there and it 
(the nest) was undistributed," said 
Avery Poling, Sun City's resident 

Photo by JULI NESSETT/lndependenl Newspapers 

The morning after the felliny of the steeple workers check the status of the 
bees that had nested in tile structure. 

beekeepe r. 
Known as the " Sun C ity bee 

man:· he estimated there were over 
75,000 bees within the be ll area. 

Mr. Poling could nu! remove the 
bees because the honeycomb was 
too large. Instead, he used a bio­
degradable solut ion designed by the 
Beekeepers Associat ion lo eradicate 
the problem. r:ortunate ly much of 
the crowd had dispe rsed by the time 
the steeple was removed and no one 

was stung. 
After the re novations arc fi n­

ished. Shepherd of the Desert will 
have new handicap accessible rest 
rooms, a new <:oat of paint inside 
the sanctuary and new roofing 
whe re the s teeple stood for 37 
years. 

The congregation is hoping to 
one day erect a free-standing 
steepk. 



Dally News-~UII • Moi1oay, UCL~. <'.'.UUU VF CHURCHES ( SHEPHERD OF THE _ _____ _____________ _ _;__ __________________ . _·- DESERT L UTHERAN) 

Church's steeple coming down 
LANDMARK: Phase 
I church plans to 
remove steeple 

PATRICK O'GRADY 
DAILY NEWS-SUN 

One of the highest points in 
Sun City is corning down. 

probably will be done the way il 
was originally assembled - in 
two pieces. A crane will be used 
to lift off the steeple in two sec­
tions and lower it lo the ground. . 
Because the steeple is not part of j 
the church's support structure. 
removing it will not affect the 
building, Carlson said. 

Officials at the Sun City 

Historical Society said they 
weren't certain if the steeple was 
the tallest structure in Sun 
City's Phase I. but said major 
modifications to churches built 
during the . early days of the 

Shepherd of the Desert Luthe­
ran Church Tuesday is bringing 
down Its steeple and removing 
what probably is the highest rec­
ognizable landmark residents of 
the southern portion of Sun City 
have known. community are not undertaken 

"The steeple is quite a land- often. 
mark in town," said Chuck Carl- Most of the work done on 
son, vice president of the council buildings, particularly churches, 
for the church at 11025 N. 111 th is expansion of existing facilities 
Ave. · dl1d regular maintenance, such 

Erected in 1963, the steeple ical Society-officials said · 
rises about 60 feet above the ·, 
church's roof, which is 40 feet With the steeple coming down, 
above the ground at its high Histori_cal Society officials are 
point. Its pinnacle. 100 feet above searchmg for the next highest 
the ground, is visible from vari- landmark in Sun City. 
ous points around Sun City. 

The problem is the aging roof \ 
around the steeple began to leak. 
Repairs were made. but nothing \ 
ever stopped the water from com-
ing in, Carlson said. · 

"It was guaranteed up until 
the first rain hit us," he said. 

The steeple removal is part of 
an overall $200,000 church 
remodeling project. wh ich 
includes making the building's 
restrooms wheelchair accessible. 
as well as painting and other 
smaller remodeling jobs, Carlson 
said . 

. Bringing down the steeple 

The church·s congregation has 
no plans to replace the steeple, 
but a bell tower is being planned 
for the church property. Carlson 
said. 

MOLLIE J. HOPPES/DAILY NEWS-SUN 

On Tuesday, workers will dis­
mantle the steeple at Shepherd of ' 
the Desert Lutheran Church on 
111th Avenue in Sun City. It will 
not be replaced. 
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Divine intervention 

STEVE CHERNEIC/OAIL Y NEWS-SUN 

In what seemed like divine inter­
vention, nearly 12 hours after a 
demolition team started working, 
the steeple comes down from 
Shepherd of the Valley Lutheran 
Church on 11 1 th Avenue in Sun 

. City. Al Blaschke of Sun City was 
among the onlookers, who at 7:40 
Wednesday night cheered under 
the nearly full moon as the steeple 
weighing 10,000 pounds was low­
ered to the ground. The demolition 
crew discovered that the main bell 
was home to thousands of bees, 
shown in the closeup below. 

JOY LAMBERT/DAILY NEWS-SUN 

JOY !AMBERT/DAILY NEWS-SUN 

JOY LAMBERT/DAILY NEWS-SUI~ 
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Pastor retires 
after heart prot?le~s 

Mollie J. Hoppes/Doily News-Sun 

Rev. Bruce Ayers sits at his desk Monday. Ayers retired a s pas1o ~ of the_ Sheperd ?f the Desert 
Luthera n Church after six years. 

By sos k usHNER 
Staff writ~r 

T h~ Rev. Bruce Ay~rs was developing a study 
project involving detours in the Bible one 

. morning last month when he began having 
chest pains. 

"By 2 that aflernoon, I had a severe heart attack in 
th e hospital e mergency room and I had another later 
in the clay," the fo rmer associate pastor at Shepherd 
of the Desert Lutheran Church said this week in his 
Sun City home. 

" I learned the next day from my doctor that my 
heart was very diseased. and he recommended that I 
no longer work. 

" I guess you could say that was J\IY detour." 
While Rev. · Ayers had heart problems in the past, 

the June 12 heart attacks caught him by some sur­
prise. especially their severi ty. The sudden health 
problems forced h im to retire the position he had 
he ld at the church for six years. 

" It wasn't my decision, it was a necessity," the 62-
year-old Ayers said of the retirement. "I plan to 
remain as active as possible as a parishioner in the 
church and to mainta in the strong friendships I have 
developed there.'' · 

Ayers, whose wife, Marylyn, works at a Sun City 
W~st dress shop, had served at churches in Canada, 
Prescott and California before joining the 650-member 
Shepherd of the Desert church in 1990. · 

Ayers is proud of his work on the ground noor of 
the church's creation of the Stephen's Ministry, which 
tra ins lay people to be spiritual caregivers to shut-ins. 

"When we started talking I about the ministry, we 
realized \ve needed abo;ut $3,000 to get it going," Ayers 
sa id. 1 • ' ' ~ 

I "f' went-·01:ii: a nd got the funds from many very 
generous contributors." . . . 

Ayers said he will miss much Ill hts forced retire­
ment, but more than anything will pc the one-on-one 
visiting with pari shioners. • 

"I did a lot of individual contact with people. and · 
I' ll really miss that," Ayers said. 
· Among other things. the retired associate pastor will 

miss preaching on topics like tl~e parables, especi~lly 
his favorites, the Good Samaritan anq the prodigal 
son. 

"Of course, I'll a lso miss leading the worship and 
the Bible study," Ayers added. 
' "I hope that in time I'll be able to pick up again on 

the one-on-one visiting." I\ 

·In the meantime, however, Ayers wi ll be spending . 
more time with his children and grandchildre n. 

"This retirement has been forced on me, but I'm 
looking forward to the time I'll have with my family" 
Ayers said. · ' 

"For now, I hope to keep well." 
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Church celebrates origin 
By ROSA De SIMONE 
Daily News-Sun staff 

SUN CITY - Leaving Cali­
fornia for the desert and coming 
out of retirement, Albert 
Schwertz arrived in Sun City 
with a purpose: to found Shep­
herd of the Desert Lutheran 
Church. 

, In the early stages of devel­
.. o~vient Schwertz and his wife 

scoured Sun City in search of 
support for their new endeavor. 

Schwertz was sent to the 
· Northwest Valley by the Board 

of American Missions of the 
Lutheran Church in America 
(now the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church in America). 

"We visited every home -
that's not boasting because 
there weren't too many people 
here then," said Schwertz' 
widow Lula. 

About 85 people attended the 
church's first Sunday service in 
Oakmont Recreation Center in 

· Sun City, she said. 
"We were all kinds of Lu­

therans," Lula said. 
Thirty years later, the church 

located at 11025 111th Ave., is 
800 members-strong, with a va­
riety of programs dedicated to 
serving its congregation and 
community. 

In recognition of the parish's 
30th anniversary, the group's 
meager beginnings and gradual 

' .. growth are being honored in 
~ 1991 with various activities. 
; . From the start, special groups · 
~ f<?r members were organized. 
tit . "We had men's and women's 
f, groups, . and every week the 
~ choir went to nursing homes, 
g where we had little services," 
f. Lula said. "We started that 1' immediately so that everyone 
C was geared to serving others." 

· The congregation is still in 

O..llr Ntws•Sun photo by st..,.._ Chemell: 

WELCOME - The Rev. Bruce Ayers, o pastor at Shepherd 
of the Desert Lutheran Church, 11025 111 th Ave., greets 
Anno Pearson, who al 100 is the oldest member of the 
church, during o love In at the church Wednesday. 

high gear when it comes to 
helping others. Last week the 
church hosted their biannual 
Love In. The function is directed 
toward shut-ins and homebound 
members. They are invited to 
participate in a communion 
service and a luncheon. A host 
or hostess assists each guest 
during the service and remains 
with that person throughout the 
event. 

"These people just love to get 
back into their sanctuary," said 
the Rev. Harold Peterson, 
Shepherd of the Desert Lu­
theran Church senior pastor. 

A variety of programs and 
groups are offered to members, 
Peterson said, including: 

• Care 'N Share: Members 

who visit fellow members and 
provide them transportation or 
errand running. 

• Emotions Anonymous: A 
support group for those who 
need help coping with personal 
or family problems. 

• Growth Through Grief: An 
outlet for men and women to 
discuss their grief process. 

• Love Corps: A women's 
group that contacts members 
recently released from the hos­
pital. . 

In an attempt to keep the 
large_ congregation tight-knit, 
associate pastor the Rev. Bruce 
Ayers organized Dinners for 
Eight five months ago, he said. 

The social program takes 
place in a different home for 

DIiiy Ntws•Sun photos by Fr•ftC'fl Gu.1irif'IO 

OVERSEER :..... The Rev. HAPPY ANNIVERSARY - The congregation of Shepherd 
Harold J. Peterson is senior · of the Desert Lutheran Church, 11025 111th Ave. in Sun 
pastqr for Shepherd of the City, is cefebrating its 30th anniversary this year with 
Desert Lutheran Church. several special events. 

each dinner to allow new 
friendships to form. 

''This parish bas stressed 
friendliness over the years," 
Lula said. 

Shepherd of the Desert Lu­
theran Church's congregation 
will "show off' this friendliness 
during 30th anniversary cele-

brations, Peterson said. 
The 30th Anniversary Cele­

bration Committee had sched­
uled the following events: 

• April 26: Dinner at 6:30 
p.m. the Lakes Club in Sun 
City. Former pastors and staff 
will be in attendance. 

• May 26: Incorporation Sun-

day wi11 be marked. Former 
Pastor Russell Swanson will 
conduct worship at 9 and 10:30 
a.m. 

• Dec. 1: open house. Visitors 
will be given guided tours of the 
church, and knowledgeable 
people will be stationed 
throughout the facility to · an­
swer questions .. 



\ 

THE FIRST SUNRISE 
SERVICE - Thirty years 
ago, a fledgling minister• 
ial association, comprised 
of ministers from the 
communities' only two · 
churches, called residents 
and guests to the first 
Sunrise Service in Sun 
City. The service was held 
outside the old Town Hall 
Recreation Center at 
10600 Peoria Ave. Sun· • 
City developer Del E. 
Webb contributed a bank 
of Easter lillies to beautify 

·. the occasion. The two 
founders of the ministerial 
association, the Rev . 
Walter Witt of the Unifed 
Church of Sun City and 
the Rev. Howard Black­
burn of St. Christopher's 
Episcopal Church, began 
a tradition that has con• 
tinued each year. The Sun 
Cities 30th Annual Com• 
munity Sunrise Service will 
be at 6 a .m. Sunday in 
the Sun Bowl, 107th Av• 
enue, one block south of 
Peoria Avenue, in Sun 
City. 



NEWS-SUN , Oct , 10 , 1987 

If - CHURCHES - SHEPHERD OF THE DESERT, LUTHERAN 

84 Religion Saturday, Oct. 10, 1987 Dally News-Sun, Sun City, Ariz. 

Shepherd of the Desert Lutheran 
By GEOFF GORVIN however, have been maJor 1m-
News-Sun staff 1 • provements to the programs of-

SUN CITY - Shepherd of the -. -fered through the church, said the 
Desert Lutheran Church has found Rev. Russell Swanson, who retired 
itself in a state of transition, Sept. 30 after serving the church 

-which is a rare situation for the for five years. 
26-year-old Sun City church. Swanson said he left the church 

. · Shepherd of the Desert, 11025 after five years of strong and crea­
-: 111th Ave., was the second:Chr.:is- tive program_ deyelopment, en­

tia:n ·congregation established_ in riched worship and expanded so-
the .retirement community. Even cial ministry programs. -
so, the church hasn't ,experie~ced _ , _Jn addition,:Swanson's adminis­
many major changes_ over;:the : tration ~!ldded adul~ education, fel- -ears. · · . ·:_ ·' ,_ : '-' · :~." ~:-:::'•·· Jrrtowship~. progra'ms :~and· improved 
y The few -~ajor changes -tfiat the.<' the•cliurth image: In'aII;-he helped 
church has enc~untered · ·incl~des·: .. accori1plishe'd ~eve1i"of eight goals 
the retirement of the chllrch's·ong~ 1 '-that' ~.er~'.set .":'.~en J1e joined ~he: 
inal pastor in 1982 after a __ 21:year':' _ c~uicli _iir 1_982;;~< '.>. · :_ -_' '. < ·:, .., _, 

·ministry;'~ :~~50,00_0'.j:e~ovaUoi, of_'.:.:,· f 1:Tm' s~t~slied.~~tti_ ,~h~t '~e se_~-. 
the church m 1985 and the retire- - 01.1t ,to do,-. -, he 1sa1d.,,t Us an exa 
ment of the congregation's second tremely stx:ong congregation with_ 

. pastor two weeks ago.' . :·: · · • ·· -: . · a lot of;~reati~e juices and strong 
Underlying the major changes, l_eaders~p. With _ t~e , new le,ader-

• ~ • • • •• J •• ,. ., • • 

·-·-,· '. } l~",;., .. ~ 
liW.!' .. ~i1)IJli~~ll.<>Jl,ti)l1'-~,;..-:,"~·-

ship coming in, it will probably 
build on the strong points it has." 

The Rev. Luther Strom.men; · 
who· is serving as interim pastor 
until a replacement is hired, has 
only been associated with the con­
gregation for a week, but has 
noticed some definite qualities 
within the congregation. - . ..: 

" I was quite moved by -·the 
friendliness and warmth of the 
congregation," _he said. "In one· 
week, · I've beei;i very -much:,_µµ-:~~ 
pr~~s_ed b~ the·t~le!'-t, the v~~!H~[;,:~ 
the commitment ·and the charm of -
th ' . 1 " , ' t I • • .. ~• · ""~~-ese peop e. . ,; , . ,, ... ...... = 

Even_' tho?g~ i~h.e ch~cl\ j~}w, 
Sun _ C_1ty, .-it '~\111 -pl'.()v1desd~;o_!.l 

. grams for childr~ruch as Su'rida~ 
School and vacafi n :.Bible: school}_' 
during the summe. . ·. );,<•~1~"; 

.. 1.t• i -\ , t,. -~ 

"The church h been commit-':':· 

ted to th:: mi~itt _of ~~1.:r::~ftj 
• , ,i,: l)lii'rtl.\il~Hl 

• rill ' ii c h 'L1 rc H · 'to~ches many I 
-~ ,.~:. -·: ti 

1ves . 
even though it's-in a retire,nent 
community," Swanson said. ;' 

About 95 percent of the· . 950-
member congregation · is from Sun 
City and Youngtown, ho\Vever; 
there are young families from El 
Mirage ·and _ Peoria w~o ~~ici­
pate. There · are also yo~g. rela: 
tives of the church's congregation 
that visit during the summer .. • 

Swanson said that in, all ~ 
including the social programs in 
-which the church visits' home­

. bound and hospitalized people · -
the church actually .,.totiches as 
~any as 3,000-5,000 peopie in var- _ 
lOUS ways. . . ! i . . 

Shepherd of the Desert. :was es- _ 
tablished in November _1~60. Back 
then, the services were ~onducted 
at various locations even after 
April 1961, when Shepherd of the 
Desert Evangelical Lutheran 

Church
1 

of Sun City became a 
congregation. · · •· 

The. church consisted of 132 peo­
ple ·then, · ·some of who are still 
members. . . _, : -
• The following November, the 

Rev.' H: Maxwell Walton began a 
21-year ministry at the church. He 
helped establish ·the church build­
ing in June 1963. Ten years later, 
Walton Hall ....:. an office and 
lounge area connected to the 
church - was completed and dedi­
cated: It's since been converted 
into a choir rehearsal room, meet­
ing room and storage areas. Ther·e 
are -rqovable walls around sm~ller 
areas~that ca:n be opened up for 
-sealing of up to 500 people. , In ;February 1982, Walton re­
tired ·and was replaced by Swan­
son, who came from Murray Hill, 
N.J. LUTHER STROMMEN 

. -:::~ 
""'\ ~ 
:. ( 

-i 
..} 
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Rev. H. Walton Maxwell, pastor of the Shepherd of 
Desert Lutheran Church, turns over the first shovelful of 
dirt for the church's new building which will be erected 
in Sun City. Rev. Edward Sheldon, dean of the Arizona · 
District, isrshown rea~ing the ritual of the service. · ' 

F-0r'Lutheran Church. . . , , 

· !rQund bre~ing Uel~ 
Clear skies and 80 degree tem­

perature prevailed at the ground 
breaking ceremony Sunday, Dec. 
9, for the building of the Shep­
herd Of The Desert 1Lutheran 
Church at 111th Ave. and Mon-

. tana Ave. in Sun City. 
Rev. H. Maxwell Walton, pas­

tor 
0

of the. church, used a unique 
and effective arrangement to~ in­
clude the ~embers and 

0

friends in 
the ground breaking. Before the 
ceremony the audience was asked 
to take its , place along a white 
line that marked the foundation 
of the· building, thus presenting 

! -
Rev. Sheldon then did the same. 
Me~bers 'also turned the earth 
aiong the out line of the building, 
so that when each had partici­
pated a trench was made around 
the entire foundation. 

Rev. Walton told the congre­
gation of the message received 
from Rev. and Mrs. A. B. Sch­
wertz, f e r m er - pastor of the 
church and who is now serving 
at Carsbad, Calif. The message 
expressed regret of their being 
unable to 11ttend , the ground 
breaking ceremony, and sent their . . 

the actual design of the proposed Blest Be ',flie ·'Tie Tl;lat B: .. , ,J:; 
buildina.;• .·· ' , , , , , , •" Y , . .,,L • 11 •' · · • b d 

blessings. _ 

-~..: ,.,_r--- --.. 4'!:..-.:.~:. : Was• .SUn~1~- a ,;;JOiogmg~ aD s-
p..ev, 'Ya~t11J. ~pet?~4 the ce_re- The ceremtiny ·was clo;ed by ~ •ev . 

. mony W!th prarer I :tfter , wh1c~ Walton in I prayer; 
the m'em~~r~ sang. tqe hymn ~i . \,. __ . __ 
Cqurcbest ~OP,~ : J;~u~d~tion. • ..• • 

The Re_y, .• Edla(d Sbe{don., pa_,s,-
. !oz of~,- f&. t;u~er:u1 .C~l!fff!-.i 
-rl{IJ 1Phoe¢.J, ~in rodu¢ed bfi -\tf:' , 

ton-;'~~- •~ ground b[eatt"ti 
Hif day' t -.one, of tlie ' happiest' 
cfafs for the cliurch". He' also 
cp~veyed• a .m'~ssage of' go~od')Vill . 

~-from ilic Pacific. Southwest Sy- ' 
• nod. Rev. 'sbejdon wa~ ;ecently I 
rel~ted .D~f. the ,&~o~a ,t)j~~ 
1:ridt 0~ ~ ~acific~ So.u~west 
~-synpctl:·of the Lutherlui3 C!iurch '-

.#CA . , 1. • 
-l'of.' mer1ca. i , "' · 1 ,.;:.._ .. 

Fred Anln]on ·of gtioepix who 
'will be , thef supervj~or Oij the 

• ~uilding, · represented.: Chasl .w . . 
' Harris; 824()!29lh ' Ave. P~eQix 
· contractqr. Mr. ' Ammon I ~tatcd 

a;;th~, construct@.h f wollld be started ' 
_ Thursday, Dec.,, 13tl;l. •~. 

"' '"' • ',. l.i · After the bepediction Rev: Wal-
. ton t~e'i! ~ re! spades of-' tpe 
earth in dedifatibn to the Trinity, 

I ' • • 

---------- - ----- - - - - -
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Lutherans hold 
first services 

( November 7, 1960) 
_Initial Lutheran Church services in Sun City 

will be held at 9 a .m. this Sunday at the Sun 
City Community Center. 

_The board of American Missions in New York 
City has sent the Rev. Albert B. Schwertz, 
D.D. , L.D., .to serve as resident pastor. · 

Dr. Schwertz, who retired recently from a 
downtown Los Angeles pastorate which he 
~e_r~ed for nearly two decades, announced his 
1mt1al sermon will be on. " First Things First.· • 

Dr. and Mrs. Schwertz, who will reside at 
1201~ Cherry Hills Dr., said a warm welcome 
awaits any Sun Citian who desire to call on 
them. They will be at home to callers after 

.Monday. 

Above reprinted in a special supplement to the NEWS-SUN in honor of 
sun City's 20th birthday. Thursday , January 24 , 1980 


