
by Reverend Dale Whitney and Theresa Marino

CCan you imagine a local preacher being chased down 3rd Street by an 
old woman brandishing a double-barreled shotgun? You might want to 
say, “Not here in MY quiet neighborhood,” but it really did happen! This 

article shares some interesting history pertaining to five houses of worship 
arranged mostly along East 3rd Street in Bluff Heights, as recalled by Reverend 
Dale Whitney, who has lived in Bluff Heights for 43 years and was the pastor of 
Geneva Presbyterian Church from 1972 to 1989.

OUR SAVIOUR’S LUTHERAN CHURCH at 370 Junipero Ave. and 
Carroll Park probably has what could be called the most “traditional” 
history of the five. Founded in 1920, it is now celebrating its 
Centennial in its magnificent sanctuary, which was dedicated in 1925. 
Like several other churches in town did when federal Housing and 
Urban Development (HUD) money was available back in the late 
1970s and early 1980s, they build an adjacent low-income senior 
housing facility on 4th Street called Lutheran Towers. The most 
interesting thing (as I remember it) about Our Saviour’s arrangement 
was that the land that the new HUD housing was built on was owned 
by former pastor Virgil Bjerke, who had purchased the older housing 
at the site when he heard about the HUD plans coming to fruition. 
Smart man! Our Saviour’s also houses a preschool, which has been 
there for many years; this is also a great gift to the larger community.

GRACE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH at 3rd Street and Junipero 
Ave. was founded around 1906 and was a wooden structure for 60 
years, until May 1964 when an arsonist burned it down! The story 
goes that a man showed up at Grace looking for a meal but was told 
by the church secretary that the pastor was not in, so she couldn’t 
help him. He found no one at the former First Brethren Church at 
5th Street and Cherry Ave., so he came back in the dead of night and 
torched both church buildings. Grace rebuilt at the same location 
and dedicated the large round building there in 1966. It currently 
serves a large Samoan congregation, contributing to the healthy 
diversity of our neighborhood. First Brethren relocated to Bixby 
Knolls and became the very large Grace Brethren Church at their 
present location there.  

CAMBODIAN BUDDHIST TEMPLE at 3rd Street and Molino Ave. was dedicated in 1913 as 
the Second Presbyterian Church, since many of its members lived in the outlying suburbs 
of East Long Beach by the Old First Presbyterian of Downtown Long Beach. Then Old First 
and Calvary merged to become the current Covenant Presbyterian Church at 3rd Street and 
Atlantic Ave. In 1963, the congregation at Second Presbyterian elected to change their name 
to Geneva Presbyterian in honor of the city of Geneva, Switzerland, where Reformation 
leader John Calvin had perfected his church-reforming ideas. “A reformed church, always 
re-forming” could be a summary of his intentions. The church never had a parking lot 
(unlike Our Saviour’s and Grace United Methodist), and because of dwindling attendance 
the Presbyterians closed down the church in 1996 and sold it to the Cambodian Buddhists. 
The Buddhists took out the church pews in favor of a large open space, and dedicated a large 
Buddha statue where the church pulpit used to be. The most interesting final note about the 

building’s Presbyterian days is that the hungry arsonist mentioned earlier arrived to find a 
potluck supper going on, and a church member named Nancy quickly gave him a nice plate of 
hot food. He elected NOT to burn Geneva Presbyterian down, but 20 years later, guess who 
was selected to chair the building repair committee when the roof began to leak and the 
sanctuary ceiling was collapsing? It was Nancy, the same compassionate woman who served 
the hungry arsonist! 

ARABIC BIBLE CHRISTIAN CHURCH, at the corner of 3rd Street and Orizaba Ave., has been 
a small church (especially now without a parking lot) since the mid-1980s. Before that, it 
was a Christian Science Church, evidently for at least a while with a parking lot at 3020 East 

3rd Street (which is now an apartment complex). Before that, this 
same parking lot was a beautiful garden and was a part of something 
known as the Garden Wedding Chapel, where local 98-year-old 
resident Dottie Frazier, who has lived on Orizaba Ave. since 1939, 
enjoyed her wedding followed by a reception in the adjacent garden 
facility on May 13, 1951. It cost her $60 to rent both the wedding 
chapel and the garden! 

IMMANUEL BAPTIST CHURCH at 3rd Street and Obispo Ave. was 
dedicated in 1922 and survived as yet another church without a 
parking lot until the year 2000. There were not too many surviving 
members by then, and that’s when things got quite interesting. In 
the late 1980s the congregation hired a man named Richard Rossi 
to be their pastor without doing any kind of background check. 
The result turned out to be both financially disastrous and quite 
melodramatic! The key members of the church found out that Mr. 
Rossi was in litigation for the attempted murder of his wife, and 
was suspected of helping himself to a large portion of the church’s 
remaining funds! That was when one congregant, a wealthy church 
member living nearby, allegedly got out her double-barreled 
shotgun and visited Mr. Rossi at his Immanuel Church office, where 
(according to one church member I interviewed) she shot one of the 
legs off the chair Rossi was sitting in and then chased him down 3rd 
Street brandishing the shotgun! I can hardly imagine this, but such 
is the existing legend! After this, Immanuel went through several 
iterations of Christian denominations, including AME and United 
Church of Christ, as well as metaphysical philosophies. Alas, like 
some of the other churches on 3rd Street, a dwindling congregation 
ended Immanuel’s days as a house of worship. About 8 years ago, 
the Immanuel building was decommissioned as a church and turned 

into low-income senior housing by Thomas Saffron, a developer who did an excellent job of 
restoring the exterior of the now 25-unit residential facility, which still houses the original 
but refurbished church pipe organ.

Bluff Heights, being a historic district and having a Neighborhood Association, has the unique 
distinction of having so many houses of worship with so many tales to tell!
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house and gardening mate Mingo and their two cats.
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