A Feast of Faith: The Story of Our Harvest Dinners at
Church of the Pines

A story by Merry Jorgensen

If there’s one thing that has always brought people together at Church of the
Pines, it’s food—and faith! Pastor Mark often teases that we Methodists are
“obsessed with food,” and history proves him right. From our earliest days, sharing
a meal has been more than fellowship—it’s been a way to build the church, quite
literally.

From a Little White Schoolhouse to a Dream Come True

Long before the smell of roast beef and pumpkin pie filled the air at our Harvest
Dinners, Church of the Pines gathered in a humble little white schoolhouse,
purchased back in 1894. A bell tower was added soon after, and the same bell that
rang on Sunday mornings in the 1890s still calls us to worship today.

By the 1940s, the congregation dreamed of something more—a new church home
to meet the growing needs of a vibrant community. Under the leadership of Rev.
Frank Parker Hannaman (1940-1946) and Rev. Milton B. Leisen (1946—-1958),
the dream took shape. On December 3, 1950, exactly one year after breaking
ground, the congregation stepped joyfully into its new sanctuary. Easter the
following spring brought more than 400 worshipers—proof that the Spirit was
moving powerfully through the Northwoods.

The First Harvest Dinner

As the church grew, so did its financial needs. Fundraisers became an important
part of life at Church of the Pines, and somewhere around the mid-1950s, a
delicious idea took root—the Harvest Dinner. These hearty community meals
raised funds to help pay off the new church’s mortgage, purchase furnishings, and
later expand the building.

By 1957, with the help of these dinners and the faithful generosity of church
members, the congregation held a joyful “Burn the Mortgage Before
Thanksgiving” celebration. The tradition of Harvest Dinners was born—and it
would continue for more than four decades.



Queen of the Kitchen and The Faithful Team

No story of the Harvest Dinners would be complete without honoring one
remarkable woman: Jeanne Van Order. A member of Church of the Pines from
1942 until her passing in 2024, Jeanne’s name became synonymous with
hospitality, hard work, and heart.

She managed the deli department at Save More Marketplace, but her true
masterpiece was right here in the Harvest Dinner kitchen. Jeanne led teams of
volunteers with precision, passion, and prayer. She planned menus, organized
crews, and made sure every plate was filled and every guest welcomed. She truly
was our “Queen of the Kitchen.”

It Takes a Village - There are many people responsible for the success of the
Harvest Dinners through the years.

The familiar saying “It takes a village” beautifully describes the decades-long
tradition of Harvest Dinners at Church of the Pines. Year after year, volunteers
have gathered to plan menus, prepare food, set tables, and welcome our community
with warmth and generosity. Each person—whether they peeled potatoes, baked a
pie, washed dishes, or served guests—played a vital part in something far greater
than any one individual effort.

These Harvest Dinners became a cherished expression of faith in action. The
fellowship shared and the funds raised have allowed our church to continue its
mission of serving others and making a positive impact both locally and beyond.

In a copy of The Lakeland Time, you will see Sandi Hodek cooking in the kitchen
for the 1999 Harvest Dinner. Sandi baked pies, and did whatever was needed,
including coordinating the dinner. Sandi still serves in many ways at Church of the
Pines today.

If you volunteered in some way for Harvest Dinners, you are invited to share how
you were involved and when. Information can be sent to me at
office@umchurchofthepines.org. I would love to add to this amazing story!

We give thanks for the many hearts and hands that have made these dinners
possible. Truly, it takes a village—and what a loving, faithful village we have at
Church of the Pines.
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Feeding Hundreds—Body and Soul

Jeanne’s handwritten notes preserve snapshots of this incredible legacy. In 1961,
the Harvest Dinner fed 361 guests at the American Legion. The menu was a feast
to remember—turkey, dressing, potatoes, squash, coleslaw, cranberry salad,
and pie—75 pies!

Just imagine this:

e 324 pounds of turkey
« 175 pounds of potatoes
o 149 pounds of squash
« 60 pounds of cabbage
e 50 dozen rolls
o 12 pounds of coffee
o 18.5 gallons of milk
o 75 pies
...and countless smiles around the table.

Harvest Dinners Over the Years

We don’t have much information about the early years of the Harvest Dinners.
Thanks to Jeanne Van Order, we are able to share some information about the
dinners that were held from 1988 through 1999.

The dinner in 1988 brought 350 people to the Harvest Dinner.

In 1989, 352 people attended the Harvest Dinner, and grossed $2,131. After
expenses, a net profit of $1,546.98 remained.

In 1991, 284 guests enjoyed roast beef and raised $1,606 for the church.
In 1992, the Harvest Dinner made a profit of $1,666.13.

In 1994, the total number of people who gathered for an amazing Harvest Dinner
was 198.

Tickets sold in 1995 totaled approximately 260 people.

In 1996, 290 people attended the dinner.



By 1997, attendance soared to 380—so many that they ran out of milk, rolls,
cranberries, and even napkins! Jeanne’s handwritten reminder afterward read:
“Make more tickets for 1998!”

The 1999 Harvest Dinner was held on Wednesday, October 13, From a photo that
appeared in The Lakeland Times on October 15th, it appears that Gene Doner,
Sandi Hodek, and Jeanne Van Order were overseeing the meal preparation. The
photo shows them checking on cooking progress of two huge roasts.

A Recipe from the Archives

Among Jeanne Van Order’s saved notes was a cherished recipe for Harvest
Dinner Cranberry Sauce:

HARVEST DINNER CRANBERRY SAUCE
Bring to boil:

8 cups cranberries
2 cups water
1 package Sure-Jell or Ball pectin
4 cups sugar

Add and cook 1 minute, stirring constantly.
Remove from heat, cool, and refrigerate.

It’s a simple reminder that sometimes the sweetest things come from the simplest
ingredients—faith, love, and a willingness to serve.

The Legacy Continues

Though no one knows exactly when the dinners stopped, we know they spanned at
least 45 years and likely raised $60,00 to $70,000 through ticket sales—an
incredible testimony to the power of community and shared purpose.

And now, approximately 70 years after the first Harvest Dinner, we are
joyfully reviving this tradition! On Saturday, November 8, 2025, we’ll gather
once again around tables filled with good food and grateful hearts—celebrating the
faith, friendship, and generosity that have always been at the heart of Church of the
Pines.



This time, the funds raised will support our church’s ongoing mission to eliminate
food insecurity—Ilocally and throughout the world. From raising money to
building a church to raising funds to feed others, the spirit of giving continues to
overflow.

As we come together once more in this season of thanksgiving, we do so with full
hearts, remembering those who came before us and those who still answer God’s
call to serve.

Thanks be to God—for our past, our present, and our future together.

Note: Information for this story has been created based upon information found in
the historical information located in the archives at Church of the Pines and from
public media sources. Efforts were made to be as historically correct as possible. If
you have additional information regarding the history of our church’s Harvest
Dinners, photos of the event, or memories of the dinners, we invite you to share
them with us at office@umchurchofthepines.org.




