
From a coal town in
Pennsylvania to the
Iron Curtain to the
churches he pastored
in East Bloomfield
and Bristol Springs,
the Rev. Chester M.
Gretz was guided by
his love of God.

By PHILIP ANSELMO
Messenger Post Staff

LIMA — Many Americans
who graduated high school
in 1942 came to know the
brutality of war. One of
those students turned ser-
vicemen, the Rev. Chester
M. Gretz, learned it from the
skies, in the cockpit of a B-
25 bomber.

But the Rev. Gretz was not
long for a life of belligerence.
His place was with God’s
people, whether that be East
Bloomfield, Lima, Romania
or Korea. Rather than guns
and bombs, he preferred to
wield Bibles, oven mitts and
school books.

The Rev. Gretz died Feb.
10 at his home in Lima. He
was 83.

“He sold out his entire life
for serving God in whatever
God led him to do, which
led him to some faraway
places and adventures,” said
longtime friend David
Spencer.

In 1924, in a Pennsylvania
coal town, the Rev. Gretz
was born to Polish immi-
grants. He was the youngest
of 12 children and raised
during the Depression.
Often, the whole brood
would pick berries in the
hills to sell back in town. So,
smeared in blackberry juice
and grass stains, those dozen

kids learned sustenance.
“They were quite a little

group,” said Cheryl Spoon-
er, the pastor’s daughter.
“His brothers and father
were coal miners. But he
was kind of designated by
his mom to be a priest.”

After he got out of the
war, the Rev. Gretz entered
the ministry. He joined with
the Elim Bible Institute in
Lima in 1949 and soon after
took a job as a teacher to
augment his income and
provide for his two chil-
dren.

His daughter remembers
the drives with her father
through Finger Lakes coun-
try. Often, on their way
through East Bloomfield,
they passed a pottery shop
called the Roadside Crafts-
man that was once a
church.

“It tugged on his heart
that it should be a house of
worship,” she said.

And so it became. In 1959,
the Rev. Gretz founded the
Berean Gospel Church at
the site, one of several
churches that he served in
western New York, includ-
ing congregations in Bristol
Springs and in Buffalo.

Ernestine Johnson, a
church member who
authored a brief history of
it, wrote: “How fitting to be
used ... as a place to finish
and display the work of a
‘potter’s hands’ — a place
where common clay was
formed, fired, and made fit
for service, and offered to
one and all.”

Once his daughter was
grown and off to college,
the Rev. Gretz took his wife,
Mary Ruth, and teenage son,
Steven, to Germany in 1971
to be nearer his ancestral
Poland.

“At the time it was called
West Germany,” said his

daughter.
From the family perch in

the town of Gelnhausen
near Frankfurt, the Rev.
Gretz took off in his Volk-
swagen van and puttered
through the Iron Curtain —
ministering in Poland, Hun-
gary, Yugoslavia, Czechoslo-
vakia and Romania. And
though he preached in Eng-
lish, he was no less able
with Polish and spoke the
language with grace.

His son remembers the
anxiety of being a Western-
er in the closed Eastern
Bloc. He returned to the
U.S. after a few years, but
his parents remained until
1988.

“Churches were allowed
under communism, but then
you couldn’t get the goods
and services to run them,”
said Spooner. “So, he would
connect with people back in
the U.S. to get the goods,

then he would drive them
in.”

He packed his van full of
clothing, cookery, medicine,
Bibles and food and brought
the load to the churches.

“At the border crossings,
they would really search the
cars, tear them apart,” said
Spooner. “And he would be
praying, ‘Lord, Lord, Lord.’”

But he got through. He
delivered.

One time, relates Spoon-
er, the communists lifted a
ban on Christian radio. But
the parishioners did not
have all the parts to assem-
ble a radio and tune in. So
the Rev. Gretz again got in
touch with his U.S. contacts
and acquired the resistors,
transistors, tubes and
capacitors. He put one part
in each pocket of his coat,
another in his pants, anoth-
er inside his shirt pocket,
climbed aboard a train and

made the delivery.
“He was not just a minis-

ter but he provided the
resources that they needed
at the churches,” said
Spooner. “It was the gospel
at its best.”

The Rev. Gretz and his
wife returned to the U.S.
and settled in Lima, though
he kept up his frequent trips
to Poland. Then, in 1995,
Mary Ruth Gretz died. He
pushed on.

“He stumbled on a fantas-
tic way to be close with her
after she died,” said Spooner.
“He went through her recipes
in books and taught himself
how to bake and became a
master pie maker. So he
would bake the pies, then call
people to come eat them.”

Some years later, he and
his longtime friend David
Spencer became neighbors.
Spencer ate plenty of blue-
berry pie and apple kuchen

in the last years of his
friend’s life.

“I shared a section in the
garden with him, so we
spent some time in the gar-
den together,” said Spencer.

They saw each other
almost every day.

“He was a gentle giant, a
compassionate man and a
friend,” said the Rev. Alan
Schrader, who became pas-
tor of New Hope Fellowship
— the church that the Rev.
Gretz had founded decades
earlier under the Berean
name. (For a time before
Schrader assumed the pas-
torate, it was called Cross-
roads Community Church.)

“We were very close,” he
added. “We went fishing
together often and talked
not so much about catching
fish but about people. He
was always concerned with
people.”

At the end of January, the
Rev. Gretz asked his doctor
how long before he was
“going to get to heaven,”
said his daughter. Dryly, the
doctor responded that it
would be two to three
weeks. The Rev. Gretz had
already been on dialysis for
a year at that time.

He was ready to say good-
bye. Friends from all over
called to come see him,
until it got to be so much
that his daughter had to set
schedules.

“He was very, very weak,
and for about four days in a
row, every couple hours
apart, people would come
by and sit and listen to him,”
she said. “And he would just
summon up the energy to
talk to them. He said he had
no regrets in life, said he
was ready to see the Lord.”

Contact Philip Anselmo
at (585) 394-0770, Ext.
322, or at panselmo@
mpnewspapers.com.
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Names & Faces

Our promise...
Your care and comfort with your dental treatment is the primary concern for Dr.
Sandro Popelka and his professional team. We strive to address your needs and

concerns in a language you can understand, while taking the time to listen.

Our services ...
Advanced Family Dentistry with High Tech Equipment and Materials (Ko-

dak Intro Oral Camera and Digital X-Ray) • Cosmetic Dentistry Endodontics •
Periodontics • Restorations • Mercury Free White Fillings • Teeth Whitening •

Invisible Braces (Invisalign) • Most Insurances Accepted and Filed • Interest Free
Financing (Care Credit) • Extended Hours (Early Morning, Evening and Saturday

Appointments)

Located across from Thompson Hospital

FAMILY, COSMETIC AND SEDATION DENTISTRY

Advanced Family Dentistry with High Tech Equipment and Materials
(Kodak Intro Oral Camera and Digital X-Ray) • Cosmetic Dentistry • Endodontics

Periodontics • Restorations • Mercury Free White Fillings • Teeth Whitening
Invisible Braces (Invisalign) • Most Insurances Accepted and Filed • Interest Free

Financing (Care Credit ) • Extended Hours (Early Morning, Evening and
Saturday Appointments)

3200 West Street • Canandaigua
394.5800 • www.lakeshore-dentistry.com

Estate Homes East Inc.
3985 Rts. 5 & 20, Canandaigua, NY

585-394-1630

Pick your own
• style
• interior design
• colors
Your lot or ours

PLAN(T)
YOUR
NEW
HOME LOW INTEREST RATES

DIG INTO

350 Parrish St., Canandaigua, NY 14424 www.ThompsonHealth.com

HealingPathways
FOR WHOLENESS OF MIND,

BODY AND SPIRIT

Healing Pathways is a program for people with
ongoing or long-term illnesses or other sources
of chronic stress. The nine-session program,
presented by Rev. Dr. Richard McCaughey,
Director of Spiritual Care, and Jennifer Klein, PT,
focuses on wholeness of mind, body and spirit
through reshaping of our thoughts, emotions
and stress responses.

Tuesdays, March 11-May 6 • 1-3:30 pm
Ferris Hills at West Lake, Canandaigua

Program cost is $50
To register, call (585) 396-6111

To include your attraction or event in the guide,
please e-mail the following information to

summerguide@mpnewspapers.com by
MARCH 24:

* Name of attraction or event
* Brief description or highlights. Note any changes

from previous year if this is an annual event.
* Street number, street name and township, city or

village (Please do not use a mailing address)
* Dates and times * Entry fee (or state “free”)

* Web site address
* Phone number and e-mail address for the public.

For questions, call (585) 394-0770, Ext. 256.For questions, call (585) 394-0770, Ext. 256.

Messenger Post Media’s Summer Guide
will publish on May 28th 2008.

Chester M. Gretz, a ‘gentle giant’

SUBMITTED PHOTO

The Rev. Chester M. Gretz, left, pictured at a speaking engagement in Poland, died
Feb. 10. He founded the Berean Gospel Church in East Bloomfield, now the site of
New Hope Fellowship. Later, he ministered to churches throughout the Eastern
Bloc in the days of the communist Iron Curtain.

I N  M E M O R Y  O F

Messenger Post

SUNY Geneseo releases
honors list

The following students
attending the SUNY College
at Geneseo have been
named to the president’s list
for the 2007 fall semester:
Emily Herman and Casey
Rampe of Victor, and Brid-
get Saracino of Phelps.

The following students
have been named to the
dean’s list for the fall 2007
semester. From Victor:
David Bell, Courtney
Coggins, Leo Fisher IV,
David Peck and Kara
Siciliano. From Canandai-
gua: Alexandra Brown,
Hannah Burley, Cather-
ine Delduca, Rebecca
Desantis, Sarah Foster,
Benjamin Gajewski, Eliz-
abeth Gardner, Anita
Green, Samantha Hass,
Barbara Herman, Michael
Klemens, Molly Peck,
Sarah Rychlik and Brean-

na Villane. From Farming-
ton: Will Bossard, Holly
Colbert, Chantel Helbig,
Tracy Nicholson and Chris
Potter.

Also, Helen Brewer and
Ryun Hasenauer of Short-
sville; Terianne Brocious,
Laura Clay , Elizabeth
Harrington, Laura Par-
rish and Colette Trapas-
so, all of Bloomfield; Jen-
nifer Maloney and Jen-
nifer Rowlands of
Honeoye; Michelle Marks
and Kimberly Rowles of
Phelps; Abigail Oaks of
Oaks Corners; Emily
Schroo of Clifton Springs;
Anastasia Stumpf of
Springwater; and Charise
Whitt of Rushville.

Dean’s list for Buck
Jordon Buck of

Canandaigua has been
named to the dean’s list for
the fall 2007-2008 semester
at St. Bonaventure College.
Buck is a freshman studying
physical education.
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