
The history of German Lutheranism in Bismarck finds its beginnings in the 
early 1900’s.  There is evidence that some worship services were avail-
able for resident German Lutherans in Bismarck as early as 1904.  It was 
not until June of 1913 that the first resident missionary, Rev. Fredrick 
Proehl, was assigned to the field between Jamestown and Mandan.  Rev. 
Proehl at first lived in Driscoll.  Prior to 1914, weddings and other social 
functions were held in the local Methodist Church building. In 1914 work 
began in earnest with the German people in Bismarck.  
 
By 1915, there were nine families attending Divine Services that were be-
ing held in a Norwegian Lutheran Church building later to be called Trinity 
Lutheran Church.  A congregation was organized on August 1, 1916 under 
the name St. John’s Evangelical Lutheran Church with Rev. Proehl as her 
first pastor.   
 
After Pastor Proehl left to serve as a chaplain during World War I, St. 
John’s was very fortunate in getting a successor to Rev. Proehl almost im-
mediately. The Mission Board transferred Pastor John Koch from Ana-
conda and Deer Lodge, Montana, to Bismarck, and put him in charge of 
the mission station. 
  
The work of Rev. Koch was well received by the people, and the prospects 
looked very bright. When the Spanish influenza epidemic struck, it took a 
large toll in Bismarck. Rev. Koch contracted the illness, followed by pneu-
monia. The local paper carried a black headline telling of six deaths in the 
city. Most prominent of these was the Rev. John Koch, the “popular and 
zealous worker, only 26 years old, pastor of the German Lutheran Church 
in Bismarck.” 
 
In August 1919, Rev. Victor Bartling was installed and would serve the 
congregation for five years.  During his time in Bismarck, the North Dakota 
District purchased a parsonage located at 1020 Ave C.  Sunday School 
and Bible classes were held in the parsonage, giving the little congrega-
tion the first feeling of having their own property. 
 



On April 30, 1924, the congregation of St. John’s Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church was reorganized and renamed 
Zion Evangelical Lutheran Church.  It was incorporated 
with seven charter members.  After Pastor Bartling took 
a call to serve Grace Lutheran, Fargo, Rev. J.V. Richert 
accepted the call to Zion and was installed in July of 
1924.  The announcement in the Bismarck Tribune 
noted that he was installed at the morning service in the 

“English language.”  This may have been the first English worship service 
held at Zion.  
 
The plans for the first church building for Zion 
were very modest.  The overall size of the 
building was to be 24’ x 36’.  Cost of the pro-
ject was $4,200.   Dedication of the first 
church building located at 419 N 4th Street, 
Bismarck, was on September 25, 1925.  With 
the dedication of Zion’s own building, services 
began being held regularly every Sunday.  
The demand for more English services also resulted in worship services 
now being conducted in English two-thirds of the time and in German  
one-third of the time. 
 
Included in the Bismarck parish at this time were the congregations of Bis-
marck, Driscoll and Windsor.  Through rearrangement of the Mission Field, 
Windsor began being served through the Wisconsin Synod.  In 1926, the 
Baldwin congregation was added to the Bismarck parish.  Later the Dris-
coll congregation was added to the Napoleon parish, giving Pastor Richert 
more time for attention to the local needs in Bismarck. 
 

At the January 1942 Voters’ Assembly the chief topic was 
the need for a new place of worship.  A committee was 
formed to begin looking for a suitable building site.  The 
congregation was once again touched by war when Pas-
tor Richert enlisted to serve as a chaplain during World 
War II.   Candidate Elmer Moeller began serving in 1942 
as a mission developer in the Bismarck area.  After Pas-
tor Richert officially resigned his call, Rev. Elmer Moeller 
was installed on April 17, 1944 as Zion’s pastor.   During 



Pastor Moeller’s ministry Zion began using a new worship book “The Lu-
theran Hymnal (TLH).” 

 
In January 1945, the congregation decided to be-
come self-supporting and adopted a constitution.  At 
a special voters’ meeting on October 5, 1947, the 
congregation officially changed its name to Zion Lu-
theran Church and started a special Building Fund 
drive.  On Easter Sunday, April 9, 1950, the ground-
breaking ceremonies were held at the new church 
basement site on Avenue D and Fifth Street.  During 
the building project Pastor Moeller accepted the call 
to a professorship at Concordia College, Milwaukee, 
WI.  The congregation grew from 60 communicants 
in 1942 to 401 communicants in 1950.   
 

Rev. Norman Brauer was installed in January of 
1951.  On September 2, 1951, the last services 
were held at the little white church.  Dedication of 
the new church basement, which would serve as 
the new church home for Zion, took place on 
September 9, 1951.    
 
The basement lines of our present church building were originally de-

signed to carry a superstructure of 
Gothic style. Various factors, how-
ever, caused the congregation to 
think in terms of a more contem-
porary superstructure. Zion’s con-
gregation decided to plan a 
church of simpler design and at a 
cost more compatible with the fi-
nancial ability of the congregation. 
The result of months of planning 
and building was a church of a 

moderate contemporary design with emphasis on the functional. The 
building’s simple lines mark it as belonging to the present era while at the 
same time it leaves no doubt in the minds of those who pass by that it is a 
church.  Upon completion of blueprints and specifications, bids were re-



ceived for the superstructure (present sanctuary) in May of 1956. At a sub-
sequent voters’ meeting, low bids were officially accepted and signed. To-
tal contract expenses and architect’s fees amounted to approximately 
$135,000.  The stained glass window above the altar in 
the chapel is part of the original frame church building, 
which was located at 419 Fourth Street and erected in 
1925. The overall dimensions of the sanctuary addition 
to the building are 150’8” x 50’9”. The point of greatest 
width measures 112’5”. Overall height of the building is 
44’ above ground level.  A new Allen organ was pur-
chased for $8,549.62.   A week full of worship services 
were held to celebrate the dedication of the new wor-
ship sanctuary for Zion.   

 
Pastor Brauer took a call to Calvary, WA in 1958.  The 
ministry of Rev. Alwin Reimnitz began in September 
1959. It was a ministry that would span six decades in 
various areas of service. 
 
 
 
 

A Christmas tradition for all of Bismarck 
was begun by Zion’s Men’s  Club in De-
cember of 1960 with Zion’s first “Live Na-
tivity.”  Over the years the Live Nativity 
stable was up against the church building 
and on the south parking lot.  Various  
farm animals from area farmers have 
consistently filled the stable.  Adults and youth of Zion have portrayed the 
different characters of the Christmas story.  The tradition still continues to-
day.  The reenactment in 2006 was in jeopardy when a fire destroyed the 
straw stable. With the help of the North Dakota National Guard, a tent was 
used as a stable and the Christmas witness to the birth of Jesus Christ 
was able to continue. 
 
At the 1967 North Dakota District convention Pastor Reimnitz was elected 
District President.  With the added duties of District President for Pastor 
Reimnitz, a seminary vicar was added to Zion’s ministry staff.  Over the 
next 15 years many vicars would complete their year of internship in Bis-
marck.  



In 1967 Zion was able to burn the mortgage 
on the Sanctuary addition. 
 
 Zion added a DCE to the ministry staff in 
1975.  The DCE worked with the Youth of 
Zion and in the area of Christian Education.  
Serving in this capacity during  the years of 
1975 to 1987 were Ken Hauf, Jim Anderson 
& Dennis Meyer.  Zion expanded its outreach 
ministry by offering kindergarten.  Since 

there was no public school kindergarten at this time, the ministry quickly 
expanded to 4 class sections being offered. As that ministry grew there 
was a need for more classroom space.  
On November 12, 1978, Zion dedicated 
an office and education wing.  This addi-
tion added 4 offices, bathrooms and 4 
large school sized classrooms.  The cost 
of the project was $415,834.  When the 
public school began offering kindergarten, 
the ministry was shifted to preschool.  
Zion Lutheran Preschool became a part of 
the Bismarck/Mandan Lutheran School 
association in 2005.  
 
The “Lutheran Worship” (LW) hymnal became a part of the worship life of 
Zion in 1981. By 1983 the congregation had decided that the ministry had 
grown to the point that instead of a vicar, an assistant pastor would better 

meet the needs of the congregation. On July 31, 
1983 Rev. Greg Williamson was ordained and in-
stalled at Zion.  At the 1985 North Dakota District 
convention the office of District President was 
made a full-time position.  Pastor Reimnitz left Zion 
to become the North Dakota District’s first full-time 
president.   Rev. James Wuebben was installed as 
the new Senior Pastor of Zion on August 24, 1986.  

Before Pastor Williamson took a call in September of 1987, he urged Zion 
to become involved in the Stephen Ministry program.  With the assistance 
of Florence Montz, Zion implemented a Stephen Ministry program in 1988.  
This caring ministry, lead by trained laymen,  became a valuable part of 
the caring ministry at Zion.  Pastor Wuebben left Zion in 1988. 



Rev. Thomas R. Marcis, Jr. was installed as Senior Pastor on July 16, 
1989.  As the ministry needs at Zion continued to 
grow, Rev. Bradley Stoltenow was called and in-
stalled as Zion’s Associate Pastor in August 1992.  
This team ministry would serve Zion for 14 years.  
During their ministry together, Zion continued to 
support the church at large in both the North Da-
kota District and in other areas.  Pastor Marcis 
served as the chairman for the LCMS Board for Hu-
man Care Ministry and as Chaplain for the Dakota 

Boys and Girls Ranch.  Pastor Stoltenow served as chaplain for the North 
Dakota Highway Patrol. 
 
The Large Print Ladies of Zion donated a 
3-octave set of Handbells in 1990.  Adults 
and youth of the congregation have par-
ticipated in the Handbell choirs.  With the 
purchase of a new Allen organ in 1992, 
the organ was moved from the back of 
the balcony to the front of the sanctuary.  
The organ was purchased for $44,000.   In 1999 the “Hymnal Supplement 
98”, another new worship book, was added. 
 
With the completion of a major remodel to the building in 1994, the old 
converted coal furnace from the 1950’s was replaced and air-conditioning 
was added to the sanctuary.  The front of the sanctuary was remodeled, 
moving the communion rails to the nave level of the church.  New carpet-
ing was installed throughout the building.  The cost of the project was 
$240,000. 
 
In 1994 the LCMS congregations in Bis-
marck and Mandan began exploring the 
possibility of establishing a Lutheran day 
school in the area. The Bismarck/Mandan 
Lutheran School Association was formed 
and in the fall of 1995 Martin Luther School 
(MLS) opened its doors using the education 
wing of Zion.   
 




