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Fresno Pacific University: An Historical 
Overview of 75 Years
KEVIN ENNS-REMPEL

On September 18, 1944, a small group of students, instructors, parents, and 
their friends gathered in front of a large house at 1095 N. Van Ness Avenue for 
the first day of classes at the newly-established Pacific Bible Institute (PBI). 
The group sang one stanza of the hymn “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” 
and board member H. D. Wiebe made a few remarks, followed by prayers 
from faculty members Sam Wiens, J. D. Hofer, Ben Wall, and H. D. Wiebe. 
The group then moved inside for an opening service. After another song, J. 
P. Siemens, pastor of the Dinuba Mennonite Brethren Church, gave the open-
ing prayer. Delegates from local churches and Immanuel Bible School offered 
“uplifting and encouraging” words. The key to the building was presented to 
PBI’s administrator, Sam W. Goossen, who gave a brief message. After a few 
announcements, Henry Flaming adjourned the ceremony in prayer.1

With the formalities completed, instruction began at the tiny Bible institute 
operated by Pacific District Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches. Vir-
tually the entire study body was made up of young people from those congre-
gations (half from nearby Reedley and Dinuba), and all the full-time instructors 
were Mennonite Brethren ministers. Twenty of the twenty-eight students were 
women, undoubtedly a result of the war effort that had drawn most young men 
either into the military or -- as was the case for many Mennonites -- Civilian 
Public Service. While all the students were “white,” their physical appearance 
belied the fact that all were part of an ethno-religious community still adapt-
ing to the larger American culture. The students, mostly born in the 1920s, 
had been raised in a subculture more comfortable in the German than Eng-
lish language. Mennonite Brethren congregations in the United States had still 
been worshiping in German until the early 1940s. Church leaders understood 
their role to be gatekeepers against the corrosive effects of a foreign American 
culture, and PBI was clearly intended to function as one important bulwark in 
those defenses. The original founders of PBI had no conception that it might 
serve a broader student population.

The roots of Fresno Pacific University (as PBI would someday be known) 
extend back decades before that small group of students gathered for classes 
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in 1944. Mennonite Brethren families had arrived in California during the first 
decade of the twentieth century, moving here from Midwestern settlements first 
established after the migration from Russia in the 1870s. By 1910 there were a 
few hundred Mennonite Brethren members on the West Coast, and only about 
3,300 in the entire United States. 

When they first arrived in California, Mennonite Brethren had not yet estab-
lished any institutions of higher education in North America. That would soon 
change, however, with the establishment of Tabor College in Hillsboro, Kan-
sas, in 1908. The new Mennonite Brethren congregations on the West Coast ex-
pressed their enthusiastic support for the new college. Many Mennonite Breth-
ren young people from the West Coast would travel halfway across the country 
to attend Tabor, though reluctance by others to travel so far to attend college 
was one of the factors precipitating conversations about a local alternative.

The first move by California Mennonite Brethren to create a school of their 
own came in 1916, when the PDC voted to establish a high school in Reed-
ley (today known as Immanuel Schools) and encouraged all congregations to 
“conduct German summer schools, evening, and Saturday schools.”2 In 1921, 
the PDC established a school committee, with representatives from various 
West Coast churches. When this committee brought back its first report to the 
1922 PDC convention, however, it became evident that its ambitions extended 

The campus at 1095 N. Van Ness Avenue, which PBI  
occupied from September 1944 until January 1946.
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beyond high school education. The committee boldly proposed the creation of 
“Bethany College.” It established a school society modeled on the bylaws of 
Tabor College and began selling $100 certificates of membership to individuals 
in the conference. They ambitiously reported to the conference their plans to 
open Bethany College in fall of 1923. The conference passed a motion to ap-
prove the committee’s recommendation, and appointed Peter P. Rempel, Bern-
hard J. Friesen, and D. D. Bartel as officers of the School Committee.3

In its report of 1923, chairman Rempel noted that the committee had not 
been inactive but could not show much progress. He cited financial problems, 
lack of unity, and the difficulty of attracting qualified instructors as the main 
impediments to progress. The committee had invited Tabor College professor 
Heinrich F. Toews to visit, but he declined to accept leadership for any new 
school. Rempel noted that many young people in the conference would like 
to attend a school such as Bethany and expressed concern that they would be 
“exposed to many dangers” in public higher education.

Potential dangers for West coast Mennonite Brethren young people existed 
in places other than public higher education. Those students unwilling to make 
the long trek to Tabor often chose other options closer to home. Among such 
alternatives were the Bible Institute of Los Angeles (Biola) and the Training 
School for Christian Workers (later Azusa Pacific University). While schools 
such as these were compatible in many ways with Mennonite Brethren theol-
ogy, they were incompatible in others. They did not, of course, indoctrinate 
students in “Mennonite distinctives” such as nonresistance, while also poten-
tially exposing them to outside influences such Pentecostalism or Calvinism. 
Perhaps just as threatening was the possibility that Mennonite Brethren young 
people might never return to their small, rural communities after experienc-
ing the bright lights of places like Los Angeles. Or they might wish to marry 
non-Mennonite Brethren spouses, who at that time were not easily allowed to 
join the insular ethno-religious enclaves of a still-German speaking Mennonite 
Brethren world. 

And even Tabor was not without its potential – or at least perceived -- risks. 
Some Mennonite Brethren, including a sizable faction on the West Coast, be-
lieved that Tabor had begun to teach theological modernism and was leading 
its students away from true Christianity. Though in retrospect the evidence for 
such tendencies at Tabor seem dubious at best, the suspicions were nonetheless 
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real and gave even more impetus to calls for a West Coast Mennonite Brethren 
alternative for higher education.

But Bethany College would not become that alternative. Its 1923 report to 
the PDC appears to be the last public mention of Bethany College. Beyond the 
problems enumerated by Rempel, energy for school planning was certainly 
lessened by a growing crisis in the Reedley Mennonite Brethren Church, the 
largest and most influential Mennonite Brethren on the West Coast. That crisis 
resulted in a church schism in 1925, when about half of the members left the 
church and established a new one (today known the Dinuba Mennonite Breth-
ren Church). Given the size and importance of the Reedley congregation, ten-
sions there almost certainly affected the PDC’s ability to move forward with 
any ambitious educational plans.  The financial pressures of the Great Depres-
sion during the following decade certainly would also have lessened enthusi-
asm for new educational initiatives.  The conference returned to its previous 
program of encouraging local churches to provide education in German that 
would supplement what students received in public schools. Only in Reedley 
and Dinuba (Immanuel High School) and Oregon (Salem Academy) would 
these efforts eventually result in high school programs that offered a full alter-
native to public school education.

Despite the difficulties standing in their way, the PDC delegates voted in 
1935 to establish a School and Education Committee. Its 1936 report indicates 
that the committee remained focused on coordinating the educational efforts 
being carried out by local churches. That focus changed drastically in 1940, 
when the PDC elected a new committee “in the interest of religious education.” 
Over the next four years, plans for a Bible institute moved at a rapid pace. At 
the 1941 PDC the delegates voted to establish a Bible institute, and in 1942 
decided to locate the institute in Fresno, at which time it also authorized the 
committee to solicit funds. The committee started raising funds in September 
1943. The name Pacific Bible Institute was chosen at the 1943 PDC and deci-
sion made to open in fall 1944.

The decision to locate PBI in Fresno was perhaps surprising. Mennonite 
Brethren families had only begun moving there in the 1930s from nearby rural 
communities, and the first Mennonite Brethren congregation was only estab-
lished there in 1942 – the same year that the PDC decided to establish a Bible 
institute in Fresno. All other Mennonite colleges in the United States up to this 
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time had been established in small towns, so the founders of PBI were embark-
ing on something new when they decided to place their new school in a grow-
ing urban area with little direct historic connection to Mennonite communities.

In early 1944, the Education Committee faced two primary challenges: find-
ing an appropriate building for the school and hiring instructors. The first chal-
lenge was met easily. On February 11, 1944, the Education Committee pur-
chased a large house at 1095 North Van Ness, just south of Olive Avenue, for 
its first campus. The house was an imposing two-story structure built in the 
Neoclassical style with Corinthian porch columns. It had originally been con-
structed in 1911 as the home for James Porteous, best known as the inventor of 
the “Fresno Scraper” – a highly-successful implement designed primarily for 
use in the construction of canals and ditches in the sandy soil of the San Joaquin 
Valley. Porteous had moved out of the house some years before PBI acquired 
it, and it had subsequently been turned into a boarding house by 1944. During 
August and September volunteers painted and papered walls, refinished or cov-
ered floors, purchased furniture, modified sleeping porches into rooms, added 
an outside stairway to the rear of the house, re-shingled the roof, sterilized and 
renovated mattresses, and re-upholstered furniture. The main floor included an 
entrance hall, three classrooms, library, kitchen, service porch, and bathroom. 
Upstairs there were seven rooms for girls’ dormitories with two bathrooms. In 
terms of facilities, everything seemed ready for a fall 1944 opening.

The task of hiring instructors was a more difficult challenge. The committee 
had contacted numerous “well qualified, spiritual brethren” about joining the 
new faculty. Most expressed interest and support for the program, but none felt 
led to accept a position on such short notice. In May 1944 – only about four 
months until opening day -- the committee met again, “face to face with the 
fact that we had no instructors to take up the work . . . and so moved forward 
in faith that God would supply.”4 Without any strong prospects, the committee 
decided to make several temporary appointments. By the end of the month they 
had secured the services of Sam Goossen as “administrator,” and Sam Wiens, J. 
J. Toews, and Erwin Hofer as instructors. All except Hofer (who taught music) 
were Mennonite Brethren ministers, an indication of the strongly religious cur-
riculum and close ties to the supporting denomination. With these instructors 
secured for at least short-term assignments, PBI was ready to open for classes 
on September 18, 1944.

Fresno Pacific University: An Historical Overview of 75 Years
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The purpose of the early PBI was outlined most clearly in its 1944 catalog, 
which described the “Aims of the School”: “1) To uphold a positive interpreta-
tion of the Scriptures; 2) To strive constantly to maintain a spiritual atmosphere 
which will tend to lead students into a fully consecrated life; 3) To develop a 
sincere love for mankind and an intense desire for their salvation; 4) To help 
each student acquire a skill in practical Christian work through a supervised 
program of personal work; 5) To uphold the principles of peace, separation 
from the world, simplicity of life, sanctity of the home, and diligent habits 
of industry; and 6) To train and equip students for pastors, evangelists, S.S. 
workers, missionaries and personal soul winners.” In 1945, a seventh aim was 
added: “to instruct men and women in Christian thought, life and service and 
to hold in high regard the sacredness of the family institution.”

The original PBI curriculum as described in the catalogs consisted of four 
programs: a two-year “certificate course,” a four-year “theology course,” a 
three-year “music diploma course,” and a three-year “missionary course.”  The 
two-year program was “designed to give the student a comprehensive work-
ing knowledge of the Bible,” with sixty-four units in biblical studies, theol-
ogy, Christian ministry, music, Mennonite history, and public speaking. The 

The campus at 2049 Tuolumne Street, the home of PBI from 1946 until 1961.
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theology course, “planned to meet the needs of young men looking forward to 
the gospel ministry here in the homeland, and also of young men and women 
definitely looking forward to foreign missionary work,” added two years to the 
certificate course. In addition to further courses in biblical studies and theol-
ogy, the program added courses in missions, church history, and homiletics. 
The music diploma trained students “to be able to organize and direct music 
so that the gospel ministry of the church may be enriched and be made more 
effective in the salvation of souls.” The missionary course was not designed to 
train foreign missionaries, but rather practical workers in local churches. After 
completing the certificate course, these students took a variety of courses in 
practical ministry areas, such as Sunday school teaching, assistant pastor, jail 
work, and hospital visitation work.5 While the programs of PBI changed some-
what during the ensuing years, this basic model would shape the curriculum for 
most of the 1940s and 1950s.

Even before the end of the first school year it had become evident that PBI’s 
original building was too small, and that new facilities would need to be found. 
The board hoped to purchase property in the same neighborhood as the original 
campus, but that proved impossible. In early 1945 the board learned of a build-
ing in downtown Fresno that met its needs. This building, located at the corner 
of Tuolumne and L Streets, was a former YWCA recreation center originally 
built in 1924.6 It had been designed by architect Julia Morgan, perhaps most 
famous for her work in designing the Hearst Castle on the Central California 
coast.7

On the ground floor were offices, dining room, kitchen, an auditorium with 
seating for almost five hundred, recreation rooms, reception areas, and an open 
courtyard in the center of the building. The second floor contained lounge 
rooms that would be turned into classrooms.  On the third floor were twenty-six 
hotel-style rooms that would provide dormitory space for fifty to sixty wom-
en students. Perhaps most remarkable, the building also contained an indoor 
swimming pool in the basement. The board purchased the building in spring of 
1945 for $45,000. 

As had been the case in 1944, securing adequate campus facilities proved 
easier than securing adequate faculty members. In the summer of 1945, board 
member A. A. Schroeter reported that “A new institution presents a number of 
difficult problems. One of the most difficult has been to obtain the services of 
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well qualified teachers for the staff.” There was, for example, no one to fill the 
position of president. Sam Goossen had stepped down as temporary adminis-
trator, though he remained as dean. J. J. Toews left his full-time position at PBI 
to become a pastor in Shafter, California, though it appears that he may still 
have taught some courses during the 1945-1946 year. Sam Wiens, “not being 
too well physically,” had asked to be relieved of full-time duties.8 As a result, 
the PBI board found it necessary to create a faculty almost from scratch for its 
second year, with only Sam Goossen carrying over. They were able to secure 
Jacob J. Gerbrandt (pastoral ministries) and Otto B. Richert (music) to join the 
faculty for 1945-1946.9

Though PBI owned a new downtown campus by the fall of 1945, it was not 
yet available for occupancy. The building had been pressed into use for various 
wartime activities, which took several months following the end of the war to 
be completely wound down. Moving day finally came on January 30, 1946. 
Students were dismissed from classes that day to help with the moving, and 
classes began there during the second semester.10

Following the completion of its second academic year, PBI held its first com-
mencement ceremony on June 6, 1946. Graduates of the two-year course were 
Olga Dick, Elvina Epp, Ann Fast, Viola Goossen, Dorothy Kauffman, Tena 
Quiring, Anne Thiessen, and Clara Wall. Betty Klassen received a Bachelor of 
Religious Education degree and Abe Goossen the Bachelor of Theology. The 
two bachelor’s degree graduates had already completed some of their degrees 
at other schools before finishing at PBI.11

The beginning of PBI’s third year was marked by the same concern about 
finding an adequate number of qualified faculty. No one had yet been selected 
to serve as president and so George B. Huebert, pastor of the Reedley Menno-
nite Brethren Church, was appointed interim administrator. Other new instruc-
tors included Dean Walter L. Penner, H. G. Wiens, B. J. Braun, and Rosella 
Thiessen.12 Thiessen, who taught courses in child evangelism, was the first 
woman to serve full-time on the PBI faculty.

While the new Tuolumne Street campus provided considerably more space 
than had the original building on Van Ness, it still lacked any dormitory space 
for male students. With the end of the war, the number of male students grew, 
increasing pressure to resolve this issue. The solution was to purchase houses 
in the vicinity of the campus, which served both as residences for faculty fami-
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lies as well as students. By fall of 1946 PBI had acquired such houses on Di-
visadero and Clark Streets. Music instructor Otto Richert and his family lived 
on the main floor of the house on Divisadero, with thirteen students upstairs. 
Dean Walter Penner and his family had a similar arrangement on Clark Street, 
though with a mere four students making noise above their heads.13

Student life during the early years of PBI was strictly regimented. Each 
school day began with a student and staff prayer meeting at 7:30 a.m. Classes 
began at 7:45, interrupted at 9:35 by a mandatory daily chapel. Classes contin-
ued for the rest of the morning, with the afternoons devoted to study, working 
at local businesses in the downtown area, or performing “practical work” as-
signments such as serving in homes for the elderly, child evangelism, hospital 
chaplaincy, or street meetings. Students and staff also were required to gather 
every Wednesday evening for a prayer meeting, and the third Friday of each 
month was dedicated to a “mission rally night.”14 All students, furthermore, 
were required to attend morning and evening church services every Sunday. 

Regimentation also extended to students’ recreational, mealtime, and dormi-
tory lives. The early student handbooks outlined a long list of strict require-
ments for behavior. No organized student group events could take place with-
out attendance of a staff advisor. Students wishing to marry while enrolled at 
PBI were required to obtain the consent of the faculty. Students were forbidden 
to “sing, whistle, or shout anywhere in the building . . . or call to one another 
across the court during the quiet hours.” Sports were forbidden in the morn-
ings, after 7:30 p.m., and on Sundays. The student handbook included a list 
of nineteen “dining hall etiquette suggestions,” including reminders that “a 
gentleman always seats the lady to his right,” “always break, never cut, your 
bread,” and “avoid all disagreeable topics of conversation.” Dress codes pro-
hibited lipstick or colored nail polish for women (according to Jeremiah 4:30), 
while jeans and t-shirts were forbidden for men except in the gymnasium, at 
work, or in dorm rooms. Those dorms were required to be kept “neat and tidy,” 
and thoroughly cleaned once a week. Lights out were at 10:30 p.m. on school 
nights and 11:00 p.m. on weekend nights. No students could be out of their 
rooms after lights out.15

Of the “practical works” programs mentioned earlier, none was more cel-
ebrated than the “His Jewels Bible Club” program. This child evangelism pro-
gram had been founded in 1943 by the Fresno Mennonite Brethren Church to 
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“stem the tide of juvenile delinquency and Satan’s destructive undertow,” and 
was administered by Rosella Thiessen. When Thiessen became the new in-
structor of Christian Education at PBI in 1946, the “His Jewels” program came 
with her. By 1947 the program consisted of thirty-seven home classes in Fres-
no, Calwa, Malaga, Parlier, and Dinuba, serving over one thousand children. 
Forty-nine teachers were involved in the program, many of them students from 
PBI.16 A few small buildings were erected in which to offer club programs, one 
of which later became the West Park Mennonite Brethren Church on Jensen 
Avenue west of Fresno. In 1949 PBI turned over the His Jewels program to the 
Pacific District Conference Board of Home Missions.17 

On top of all these activities and regular course work, a remarkable num-
ber of students during these early years were involved in musical performance 
groups. The 1946 Portal included photographs of a women’s trio, women’s 
octet, school chorus, mixed trio, men’s chorus, and ladies chorus. That same 
yearbook lists all school activities for the students, according to which over 73 
percent of the student body in 1945-1946 was involved in some kind of vocal 
music performance ensemble.18 These musicians would find a significant outlet 
for their talents in 1947, when the school chorus was invited to sing on radio 
broadcasts every weekday morning from stations in Fresno, Sanger, and Eu-
gene, Oregon. Later, PBI was given the opportunity to produce a regular radio 
broadcast through KRDU in Dinuba, on which “the young brethren and sisters 
sing, testify and . . . carry on conversations.”19

As PBI prepared for its fourth year, the board was finally able to announce 
the appointment of an actual president when George W. Peters accepted that 
position in the summer of 1947. Shortly before his appointment at PBI, Peters 
had earned his Ph.D. from the Kennedy School of Missions in Hartford, Con-
necticut, and so became the first member of PBI’s faculty to hold that degree. 

While Peters’s appointment marked a significant step forward in adminis-
trative stability, it did not mark the end of the struggle to appoint a qualified 
faculty. In his 1948 report to the Pacific District Conference, Peters noted that 
“the greatest difficulty we faced was the securing of a faculty that would meet 
the need of our school and find the approval of our constituency. Our files will 
prove that we have not been idle in this matter but have written numerous let-
ters. We have either by correspondence or personal inquiry sought the services 
of 17 of our brethren but were not able to secure their services.”20
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In 1948 PBI took its first steps toward academic accreditation, when it ap-
plied to the Accrediting Association of Bible Institutes and Colleges (today 
known as the Association for Biblical Higher Education). The AABIC was a 
new organization at that time, having only come into existence in 1947. PBI 
received accreditation and reported in the PBI Messenger that “the Institute has 
now taken its place among the leading Institutes and Bible Colleges and needs 
to make no apology in presenting itself to the church and young people as a 
center of learning and an institute of training.”21 Accreditation with the AABIC 
was renewed in 1952, but apparently allowed to lapse a few years later. Given 
that the AABIC accredited only Bible institutes and Bible colleges, it seems to 
have offered little in terms of meaningful recognition of degrees offered at PBI.

Throughout the 1940s, PBI’s enrollment grew at a steady pace. From its 
original enrollment of 28, the student body had grown to 85 by 1946, and 161 
by the fall of 1949. One of the issues created by this enrollment growth was 
how to provide housing for PBI’s male students. Women lived in rooms on the 
top floor of the main campus building, but there were no such equivalent spaces 
for men. The 1948-1949 school yearbook showed photographs of six satellite 
dormitory buildings, all large houses in which numerous men could live. In late 
1949 this arrangement was replaced by a new men’s dormitory facility near the 
Fresno Mennonite Brethren Church on Olive Avenue, about 2.5 miles from the 
main campus. The structures had originally been military barracks decommis-
sioned after the war, moved to the new location, and renovated. The new facili-
ties included ninety-nine rooms, with ten apartments for married couples and 
rooms for sixty single men.22 At about that same the PDC passed a resolution to 
instruct the PBI board to buy the seventeen lots south of the Fresno Mennonite 
Brethren Church for use as a future PBI campus.23 It is not clear if the board 
purchased these lots, and no future progress seems to have occurred toward 
moving the campus there.

The 1950-1951 school catalog introduced a revised purpose statement, the 
first such revision since PBI’s founding in 1944. The new statement included 
five statements rather than seven:

1. To give young people a thorough knowledge of the Bible, the Word 
of God.

Fresno Pacific University: An Historical Overview of 75 Years
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2. To train them in the highest type of Christian living in whatever walk 
of life they may find themselves.

3. To prepare them for Christian service, in the homeland or mission 
fields abroad.

4. To fortify them against the various unscriptural philosophies of life.

5. To send forth sanctified Christ-like personalities, yielded and obedi-
ent to the Master. 24

This statement, with only minor revisions, would define PBI’s purpose un-
til 1963. The main differences between it and the original statement were the 
elimination of the reference to “peace, separation from the world, simplicity of 
life,” and the more defensive posturing of item 4. Both seem to indicate a move 
toward identification with American fundamentalism and less emphasis on an 
explicitly Mennonite self-understanding.

The early 1950s were marked by serious questions about the future identity 
of PBI. These questions related both to the viability of a Bible institute program 
as well as PBI’s place in the larger universe of Mennonite Brethren higher 
education. G. W. Peters, in his 1951 report to the PDC, laid out some of the 
issues facing PBI. First, he noted that the General Conference of Mennonite 
Brethren Churches (of which all congregations in both the United States and 
Canada were members) was considering the possibility of creating a unified 
education system for all denominational schools. These included Tabor Col-
lege (already operated by the General Conference), Mennonite Brethren Bible 
College in Winnipeg, Manitoba (affiliated with the Canadian Conference), PBI 
(affiliated with the Pacific District Conference) and the possible creation of a 
General Conference seminary at one of these locations. Within this context, 
Peters asked the PDC to consider changing PBI’s name. He noted that there 
already were four schools with that name in North America, and that being 
called a “Bible institute” put the school at a disadvantage in negotiations with 
the two other Mennonite Brethren “colleges.” The Bible institute identity, fur-
thermore, put PBI at a disadvantage with two other important groups. First, 
Peters reported that “We constantly run into difficulties in the accrediting of 
our work because we are only an Institute and not a college.  The degree from 
an Institute does not enjoy the prestige a degree from a college or Bible Col-
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lege enjoys.” The other group with an apparent dwindling respect for Bible 
institutes was potential students. Peters stated that “We find that in our young 
people the world ‘institute’ is not as valuable as the word ‘college.’ The College 
mind is dominant in our young people.”25 

Peters’ statement about student perceptions were supported by ominous 
trends in PBI’s enrollment. After achieving a record enrollment of 161 in 1949, 
the number dropped to 130 in 1950 and rose only to 136 in 1951. The next 
decade would increasingly be defined by a sense of uncertainty and even im-
pending crisis within PBI. That feeling of uncertainty could only have been 
heightened by the announcement in August 1952 that G. W. Peters was step-
ping down from the presidency. He was replaced by a temporary “Executive 
Committee of the School,” chaired by Dean Rueben M. Baerg.26  Baerg would 
be appointed Acting President in spring 1953.

Perhaps to make itself more attractive for potential students, PBI created its 
first formal athletic program in the early 1950s. In its earlier years PBI had no 
organized athletic program, and its founders likely would have deemed such 
activities frivolous and inconsistent with the serious demeanor of a Bible insti-
tute education. The school had inherited a swimming pool in the basement of 
the Tuolumne Street campus but struggled to know what ought to be done with 
it. In his report to the PDC in 1947, A. A. Schroeter noted that the swimming 
pool “has been a bone of contention,” and asked the delegates whether it should 
even be made available to students.27 The 1947 Portal noted that “due to many 
prevailing drawbacks, we have not used [the pool] as much as we would like to. 
In the future we hope to be able to include it among our regular sports.”28 The 
board did eventually see fit to use the pool, since PBI was offering swim classes 
as early as 1949, and early issues of the yearbooks often show photographs of 
students in the pool – though never in “mixed company.” 

The first mention of competitive athletics at PBI appeared in the 1952 year-
book. It shows photographs of both a men’s and women’s basketball team, and 
mentions that PBI played Immanuel Bible Academy, West Coast Bible Acad-
emy, Pacific Bible College of Madera, and several church teams from Fresno. 
The men’s coach was Rev. Dan Friesen. By 1955, the men’s team was playing 
in a local church league. It appears that the women’s program had been aban-
doned, since only men’s basketball is depicted in the 1955 Portal. The church 
league program appears to have continued through the rest of the 1950s. 

Fresno Pacific University: An Historical Overview of 75 Years
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Discussions among the various Mennonite Brethren schools and their sup-
porting constituencies continued during the first few years of the 1950s, fueled 
by a growing sense that the denomination’s institutions of higher education 
should be unified in a common system. From 1908 until 1944 Tabor College 
had been the only such institution in the Mennonite Brethren Church. Tabor 
was run by an independent corporation until 1933, when the General Confer-
ence of Mennonite Brethren Churches adopted it. One of the first acts of the 
new board was to close the college for the 1934-1935 school year in the face of 
serious financial difficulties. When Tabor reopened in fall 1935, it did so under 
the direction of a newly-formed General Conference Board of Education. 

The creation in 1944 of both PBI and Mennonite Brethren Bible College 
in Winnipeg added complexity to the Mennonite Brethren higher education 
landscape. Neither new school was supported by the General Conference, but 
both exerted a claim on financial support and student enrollment that once had 
belonged exclusively to Tabor. It furthermore remained unclear whether such 
a small denomination (only about 25,000 members in the U.S. and Canada in 
1954) could possibly support three such schools. 

Added to this situation was the growing sense that the Mennonite Brethren 
Church needed its own seminary. By the mid-twentieth century, many Men-
nonite Brethren congregations were moving to a professional ministry model 
and were more likely to assume that such pastors would have seminary train-
ing. In the absence of such a seminary, many of these first professional Men-
nonite Brethren ministers attended Baptist seminaries and were thus educated 
in a system not fully aligned with Mennonite Brethren belief and practice. But 
where should a Mennonite Brethren seminary be established? Tabor had long 
advocated for the creation of such a school in Hillsboro, while those on the 
West Coast more likely supported Fresno. Canadians, meanwhile, remained 
uncertain whether their local churches even wanted professional ministers and 
a seminary to train them. Many of them had only migrated from the Soviet 
Union beginning in 1920s (and continuing after World War II) and had not yet 
adapted to a North American model of theological education. 

In October 1954 the General Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches 
met in Hillsboro, Kansas. Among its main items of business was to decide 
how to create a unified system of higher education. From the outset, however, 
it was clear that a spirit of complete disunity would prevail in how best to 
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proceed. The Tabor faculty recommended that the Mennonite Brethren Church 
should support only one college in the United States, and that it should be in 
Hillsboro. They argued that the conference lacked the financial and intellectual 
resources to support more than one school and had too few potential students. 
Tabor formed the best core from which to expand, and its rural environment 
provided a more wholesome environment in which to educate students. In a bid 
for complete hegemony, furthermore, the Tabor faculty also recommended that 
any new seminary be established there. 

Others viewed the matter differently. Tabor alumni in the San Joaquin Valley 
of California proposed that Tabor move to the West Coast and its assets com-
bined with those of PBI to create a senior college there. Tabor alumni and con-
ference delegates from the Central District (upper Midwestern states) feared 
that moving Tabor to the West Coast would result in them losing their young 
people, “who will want to remain in the west.” They acknowledged that the 
Mennonite Brethren could not support two schools, and that the program must 
be unified. They recommended leaving it in Hillsboro but expressed willing-
ness to support moving it to a larger city such as Denver if that would help 
achieve unification. The Southern District (of which Hillsboro was a part) ad-
vocated leaving one General Conference school in Hillsboro.

The PBI Board of Directors proposed moving the senior college to the West 
Coast, where it could take advantage of rising population and greater employ-
ment opportunities. Astonishingly, the PBI faculty brought a competing pro-
posal for a two-school system that would include a school of theology in Fresno 
and a liberal arts college in Hillsboro. This plan, they argued, would “eliminate 
the competitive spirt between the two schools.” As though two PBI proposals 
were not enough, the PBI alumni recommended that the two schools remain 
separate, with PBI continuing as a combined Bible institute and junior college.

The General Conference Board of Education (which at this point governed 
only Tabor) then brought nine recommendations to the floor. Perhaps most sig-
nificant for the future of PBI were numbers 6, 7, and 9. Recommendation 6 
stated that “we gratefully accept Pacific Bible Institute as a General Confer-
ence school and when the unified system is established and the campus for a 
senior college is determined, the Pacific District conference proceed with the 
transfer of the educational assets of P.B.I. subject to previous commitments.” 
Recommendation 7 was that “the General Conference establish a unified edu-
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cational program by which one board shall operate the schools of the General 
Conference from one treasury, into which all contributions shall flow, and from 
which the schools should be subsidized.” Finally, recommendation 9 proposed 
that “the conference . . . give a definite direction regarding the location of our 
four-year liberal arts college. Since the Board of Education . . . believe[s] that 
there are two feasible possibilities regarding the location of the four-year lib-
eral arts college, we ask the conference to cast a deciding ballot on the question 
of whether the four-year liberal arts college remain in Hillsboro or be moved 
to the West Coast.”

The delegates easily agreed to accept recommendation 7, thereby creating 
a unified Board of Education to govern higher education in the Mennonite 
Brethren Church. Regarding recommendation 6, they agreed only to “grate-
fully accept Pacific Bible Institute as a General Conference school,” and then 
adjourned for lunch.

Throughout these discussions, the Canadian delegates had remained on the 
sidelines. They broke their silence after the noon break, reporting that “the Ca-
nadian delegation abstains from the discussion of the unification issue and that 
the matter be regulated as an area [i.e., United States] issue.” This action threw 
the discussion into uncharted territory. Without Canadian participation there 
could be no General Conference decision. Without a United States Conference 
(something that would not be created until 1957) furthermore, there was no 
administrative structure in which to place a unified system that included only 
churches from that country yet spanning three district conferences. 

Despite unclarity regarding what they were about to do, the delegates from 
the U.S. churches turned to the recommendation regarding the location of a 
four-year liberal arts college. On this matter they were unable to reach any 
agreement and so that recommendation was tabled. Out of all this negotiation 
came only two clear realities: Canada had pulled out of the discussion of a 
unified system, and the U.S. had agreed to create a “unified” but completely 
undefined system to be administered by a “Board of Education.” Henceforth, 
PBI would no longer be independently governed but rather function as part of 
this new system.29

The newly-elected Board of Education was strikingly different from its pre-
decessors. Most notably, it no longer controlled by ministers, as had previously 
been the case for such boards. Its new chairman was E. J. Peters, a potato 



27

farmer and civic leader from Wasco, California.  Peters’ success in agriculture 
had been so noteworthy that Life magazine included him in an article on “shirt-
sleeve millionaires” of the San Joaquin Valley that it published in 1951. The 
article dubbed him the “praying potato packer.”30 The vice chairman for the 
“Pacific Area” was Peter A. Enns, a fruit grower from Dinuba, California, and 
graduate of the University of California. Several other members represented the 
medical or other professional fields, together with a handful of ministers. The 
board membership, less heavily weighted toward the ministerial class, seemed 
to symbolize a new era in administering Mennonite Brethren higher education.

The new board met for the first time on October 29, 1954. It created execu-
tive committees for the “East” (Tabor) and “West” (PBI). Given the lack of 
direction in the 1954 General Conference resolution, the board decided to seek 
help from consultants who might provide more clarity on the best path forward. 
It met again in December, at which time the board heard a plea from acting 
PBI president R. M. Baerg for action to stabilize the struggling school. He 
reported on an “unsettled feeling among students and faculty,” the result of a 
limited curriculum and “general sense of uncertainty.” Enrollment had dropped 
to half of its peak a few years before. Baerg attributed much of the decline to a 
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growing disenchantment with the Bible institute curriculum and expressed the 
opinion that “the demands for more liberal arts is on the incline.” Baerg added 
to the sense of uncertainty by announcing his resignation as acting president 
at the same board meeting. Within a few weeks of Baerg’s resignation, PBI 
announced that former president G. W. Peters would chair an administrative 
committee to provide temporary leadership there.31 The Western Area Commit-
tee also reported to the entire board about a review of the PBI campus and its 
physical assets. It expressed the conviction that “the school cannot remain at its 
present location if we think in terms of our young people.”32

The board decided in December to hire Dr. M. G. Neale from the Univer-
sity of Minnesota to serve as a consultant regarding the shape of the Menno-
nite Brethren higher education program. Oddly, they followed that decision 
by passing another resolution on how they planned to proceed – even though 
the consultant had not yet begun his work. The board decided that it should 
“proceed aggressively” to establish an accredited liberal arts program at Tabor 
College, while PBI remain a two-year Bible institute with the possibility of 
adding a seminary and junior college program in the future. The Bible institute 
program, however, would remain PBI’s top priority. The need for a new cam-
pus was also acknowledged in this report.33

Dr. Neale returned to the Board of Education in February 1955 with his 
initial report. He proposed that Tabor be developed into an accredited liberal 
arts college, and that it be the sole undergraduate institution of the Mennonite 
Brethren Church in the United States. PBI, meanwhile, should be closed and 
all undergraduate work there transferred to Tabor. All conference funds should 

View to the west from Winery and Townsend Avenues, late 1950s. Butler Avenue Mennonite 
Brethren Church is visible on right; the seminary at the far end of Townsend.



29

be dedicated to the development of Tabor. Once that goal was reached, money 
should then be raised for the development of a theological seminary in Fresno 
on a new campus site. The board took no action on Neale’s recommendations.34

At the same meeting, and in apparent disregard for Neale’s recommenda-
tions, the West Area Committee reported that it had taken an option on fif-
ty-three acres known as the “Jones Property” near the corner of Butler and 
Chestnut Avenues. Twenty of those acres would be devoted to a campus, three 
acres set aside for a Mennonite Brethren church, and the remaining acreage 
subdivided for residential lots, “which can be bought by our people in order to 
have a friendly neighborhood.” 

The board then turned to the chief administrators from PBI and Tabor for 
their input on the question of program development. With no acknowledge-
ment whatsoever of Neale’s report, the two presidents proposed “that every 
effort be made to establish a one-campus educational program. Since neither 
the Fresno nor the Hillsboro location seems to satisfy the demands of the con-
ference we suggest that a neutral location be selected with Omaha, Nebraska as 
the more likely possibility.” 

The Board of Education then proceeded to ignore both the Neale report and 
the recommendation of the presidents. It agreed to “retain the Bible Institute, 
build a Seminary, and develop a Junior College in Fresno.” The junior college 
program would begin in the fall of 1957. The new seminary would be known 
as “Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary,” and PBI’s name would change 
to “Pacific Bible Institute and Junior College.” The board also requested Dr. 
Neale complete a report on what would be required to achieve accreditation for 
Tabor College.

When the board convened again in May 1955 it learned that the Neale report 
on accreditation had not been completed, since “when he was informed of the 
action taken by the Board he had expressed his opinion that the new program 
had no possibility of survival.” At this same meeting the appointment of B. 
J. Braun as president of both PBI and the new seminary was announced. G. 
W. Peters, furthermore, had agreed to accept the position of dean at the two 
schools, which had “quieted the anxieties of the entire school family.” But as 
Peters reported to the board, many anxieties remained. He called the 1954-
1955 academic year “one of the most difficult years we have gone through.” 
While response to the seminary program was “beyond our expectations,” en-
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thusiasm for the Bible institute program remained low. The future of PBI lay 
primarily with development of a junior college program but doing so without 
undermining the Tabor program would be “a delicate situation.”35

By the spring of 1955 the Board of Education had purchased the Jones prop-
erty and work moved forward in planning the new campus. The board hired 
several local architectural firms to draw up master plans for the campus, even-
tually selecting Ben F. Lippold, a Fresno architect who at that time was also 
designing the new campus for Reedley College. A few months later the board 
learned that an adjacent plot, known as the “Clark Property,” had also become 
available. Located directly on the corner of Chestnut and Butler, this property 
included an impressive home originally built by agribusiness tycoon Wylie M. 
Giffen in 1917.36 This property was purchased during the summer of 1955.37

In fall 1955 the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary began instruction for 
the first time, sharing facilities with PBI at the Tuolumne Street building. Four 
instructors served the new seminary: D. Edmond Hiebert, P. R. Lange, G. W. 
Peters, and Arthur G. Willems. Hiebert and Lange were former Tabor profes-
sors who left there to join the new seminary, undoubtedly a serious blow to 
Tabor’s belief that the seminary should be established in Hillsboro. The first 
seminary class included eighteen students.38 For the following academic year 
the seminary moved into the Giffen Home on the new campus site. Seminary 
president B. J. Braun and his family had already moved into the home before 
the seminary had fully occupied it, an arrangement that continued for some time 
after the fall of 1956. According to one former faculty member, “this worked 
out very well except that, around noon, the aroma of Mrs. Braun’s cooking . . . 
communicated more readily . . . than did the erudite words of the instructor.”39 
In the early years, the mansion served all the functions of the seminary: class-
rooms, offices, chapel, and library all shared space under one roof.

Still facing the reality that a Bible institute curriculum was no longer meet-
ing the needs of its students, PBI introduced a liberal arts curriculum in the 
fall of 1956, one year earlier than the board had determined it should begin. It 
includes forty-five units of “liberal arts” courses and eight hours of “biblical 
literature” courses. The liberal arts courses included history, biology, physical 
science, philosophy, music, literature, arts, mathematics, language, psychol-
ogy, health, and physical education.40 The Bible institute curriculum continued 
with a two-year “Christian Workers Course” and a two-year “Sacred Music 
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Course.”41 Unfortunately, the new program did not halt the slide in enrollment. 
The student body in fall 1956 had dropped from seventy-seven to sixty-five, 
the smallest number since 1945, and would continue to drop over the next few 
years.

The problem of suitable men’s dormitories also remained a vexing prob-
lem for PBI throughout the 1950s, despite the construction of dormitories on 
Hedges Avenue in 1949. In 1956 President B. J. Braun reported to the board 
that “the matter of the boys’ dormitories, so completely detached, without any 
immediate supervision, has been rather unwholesome.”42 In September 1957 
PBI leased a two-story building three blocks from the Tuolumne Street campus 
that accommodated fourteen men, and about a year later rented a large home 
on L Street with space for more men and also an apartment for house parents.43

Planning accelerated at this time to develop the new campus. By 1956 city 
utility services had been installed for the subdivided section of the property and 
construction had begun on houses on Townsend Avenue.44 In 1957 the Butler 
Avenue Mennonite Brethren Church opened at the corner of Butler and Winery 
Avenues. The 1957 Portal included an architect’s rendering of the proposed 
classroom/administrative building on its cover, a hopeful sign of things soon 
to come. By spring 1958, however, it remained doubtful how soon actual con-
struction might begin. The Board of Education had committed its resources 
to construction of a new library at Tabor College, after which the next project 
would be a building on the new PBI campus. But giving from the churches was 
inadequate to achieve this goal, and some estimates suggested that it would 
take forty years before the board would have resources to carry out its plan. 
This news, delivered at the April 1958 board meeting, “sent the members of 
that Board and administrators of our schools home in a somewhat discour-
aged mood.” The board, however, gave President Braun permission to directly 
solicit loans and donations for construction. The board also authorized PBI to 
sell its Tuolumne Street building in order to generate additional funds for new 
construction.45 This plan was successful and by summer of 1958 a construc-
tion committee had been appointed, led by contractor Sam Knaak of Reedley. 
Groundbreaking for the first building on the new campus took place on October 
19, 1958, with construction commencing a week later.46 The first building, to-
day known as Sattler Hall, was dedicated on May 24, 1959. 
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Though originally called the “classroom building,” this first building on the 
Chestnut Avenue campus served many purposes. It had seven classrooms, with 
special areas for science and music instruction. The science department includ-
ed one faculty office, a store room, and lab facilities. The music department had 
three offices, a radio recording studio, and four practice rooms. Additionally, 
the building held three administrative offices, rest rooms, and a janitorial sup-
ply room.47

Despite this encouraging progress on the new campus, prospects for the fu-
ture of PBI remained dim. The enrollment by 1958 had dropped to fifty-seven, 
again the lowest number since 1945. While enrollment rose slightly in the next 
few years, it remained far below the level needed for a viable program. With 
this reality in mind, board member Peter A. Enns in December 1959 contacted 
a young educator by the name of Arthur J. Wiebe to discuss the future of PBI. 
Wiebe had been a teacher and principal at Immanuel High School in Reedley 
before enrolling at Stanford University to complete a Ph.D. in mathematics. 
Wiebe accepted the board’s offer to conduct a study of options for PBI’s future 
– or perhaps lack thereof.

As he began the study, Wiebe discovered that the current state of PBI was 
dire indeed. Lack of accreditation for the nascent junior college program was 
a source of great concern. Only two of the full-time faculty, Dietrich Friesen 
(music) and Donald Braun (science) were committed to return for the fall of 
1960. Operations were divided between three locations: library, dining hall, 
and women’s dormitories were at the old Tuolumne Street building, men’s 
dormitories were at a separate downtown location, and classes took place at 
the new campus. Library holdings and laboratory resources were “woefully 
inadequate.” The study body was small and few students stayed longer than 
one year. The Board of Education plan to construct facilities at both Tabor and 
PBI had collapsed after the completion of only one building at Tabor, and its 
master plan for the unified educational program placed severe restrictions on 
PBI’s ability to develop new programs. All this was playing out, furthermore, 
in a context of urbanization, increased interaction on the part of Mennonite 
Brethren with the larger society, and greater participation in the professions.

To Wiebe, all these factors pointed to the same conclusion: PBI needed to 
move beyond its original Bible institute model and beyond even its current vi-
sion for a junior college program. He suggested instead “an accredited, Chris-
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tian senior liberal arts college in the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition with a 
strong biblical studies division at the center of its program.” Wiebe was acutely 
aware, however, that such a proposal was a direct contradiction of the Board 
of Education’s master plan. Despite that obvious problem, he firmly believed 
that it was PBI’s only hope for long-term survival and so proposed it to the 
West Area Committee of the board in January 1960. To Wiebe’s surprise, the 
proposal seemed to find ready acceptance from the committee members.

Near the end of the meeting, chairman E. J. Peters asked Wiebe when he 
would be coming to make this vision a reality. Somewhat taken aback, Wiebe 
responded that he considered his task to be completed and expected to have no 
further direct involvement with PBI. Committee members seemed unwilling to 
accept this answer, however, and continued to press Wiebe to accept the presi-
dency. He finally agreed, on three conditions: 1) there would be no barrier to 
creating a senior college in Fresno; 2) the administration of the seminary and 
college would be separated; and 3) the name of the school be changed to “Pa-
cific College” rather than “Pacific Bible Institute and Junior College.”48

Wiebe’s appointment as president was approved by the full Board of Educa-
tion in February 1960. Since he was still completing his doctoral program, the 
board agreed that he would not move to Fresno and assume full-time presiden-
tial duties until fall 1961. But that did not prevent Wiebe from beginning work 
almost immediately. One of the most pressing issues facing him was the age-
old problem of recruiting qualified faculty members. Most of the existing fac-
ulty had been hired to teach a Bible institute curriculum, and few of those were 
committed to remaining. In March 1960 Wiebe wrote a letter to Dalton Reimer, 
then twenty-three years old and completing a master’s degree at Northwestern 
University. He told Reimer that “I am interested in tapping the top young men 
of our conference for this program. With the experience and maturity of the 
seminary faculty and the enthusiasm, recent training, and scholarly minds in 
the young men being added, we should have an unbeatable combination.”49 
Reimer (who happened also to be Arthur Wiebe’s nephew) was the first such 
“young man” to join the faculty in fall 1960. Over the next few years he was 
joined by numerous others, mostly in their twenties and most having just com-
pleted a graduate degree. All were Mennonite Brethren, and in the first several 
years all were men. 
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These new faculty members, while still raised in the Mennonite Brethren 
Church, were significantly different in their cultural context and outlook than 
had been most of their predecessors. The faculty of the PBI years had almost 
entirely been raised in German-speaking cultural enclaves that fostered a sepa-
ratist worldview and had been educated in conservative Bible colleges or semi-
naries. The new faculty members, as Paul Toews has noted, were part of the 
“first generation raised beyond the boundaries of Mennonite villages.”50 They 
had been trained in leading graduate programs across the country and brought 
with them a different understanding of the educational enterprise.

Another difference was the source from which these new faculty members 
drew their primary theological identity. Whereas their PBI predecessors had 
drawn most of their self-understanding from American fundamentalism, these 
new faculty members were more significantly influenced by the Anabaptist 
movement. They drew inspiration from Harold S. Bender and other faculty at 
Goshen College (a Mennonite Church college in Indiana) who had, since the 
1940s, been articulating something that came to be known as the “Anabaptist 
Vision.” Perhaps the most influential person in this regard at Pacific College 
in the early 1960s was Peter J. Klassen, who came to Pacific in 1962 shortly 

A group of faculty and staff gather in the recently completed Hiebert Library, early 1960s.  
Clockwise from left: Olive Hiebert, Dietrich Friesen, Joel Wiebe, John E. Toews,  

Gary Nachtigall, Peter Klassen, Alan Peters, Dalton Reimer.
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after completing a Ph.D. in Reformation history at the University of Southern 
California, writing a dissertation on the “economics of Anabaptism.” Klassen 
used his new position at Pacific to articulate an explicitly Anabaptist-Menno-
nite orientation for the college that would dramatically reshape its theological 
self-understanding.

The pace of change moved rapidly after Wiebe’s appointment as incoming 
president. In May 1960 the board approved the use of the name “Pacific Col-
lege,” which had been one of Wiebe’s stipulations for accepting the presiden-
cy.51 During the summer construction began on two dormitory buildings (the 
one-story sections of today’s Strasbourg and Witmarsum Quads). The board 
had originally also planned to erect another building that would hold both the 
dining hall and library but plans for the third building were scrapped due to 
inadequate funding.52 Changes in personnel and curriculum were so extensive 
and rapid at this time that Pacific College did not even publish a catalog for the 
1960-1961 academic year. Instead it released two small brochures, one outlin-
ing the program for the Bible institute and the other for the junior college. In 
September 1960 the editor of the P.B.I. Messenger announced that it would 
no longer serve as the official publication of the college and seminary. Hence-
forth, it would report only on news pertaining to the college.53 This was part 
of the decision to separate the administration of the two schools, another one 
of Wiebe’s stipulations as new president. By December 1 the new dormitories 
were completed and following the Christmas break all students had moved 
into the new facilities, thus completing the transition from Tuolumne Street to 
Chestnut Avenue.  Since the dining hall construction had been delayed, a small 
kitchen and dining hall was installed in the men’s dormitory lounge (the space 
today used as the art studio).54

As Pacific anticipated the transition from Bible institute to junior college, it 
began to take on some of the trappings of a traditional college. One of those 
symbols was a school mascot. PBI previously had no official mascot, though 
the basketball team apparently used the name “Messengers” during the 1950s.55 
In September 1960 the Student Council announced a $10 prize for the person 
who submitted an entry “that could be used as the Pacific College emblem.”56 
The minutes do not actually describe the emblem or mascot chosen but im-
ply that the decision had been made by early December. Given other actions 
taken over the next few months, however, we know that the mascot chosen 
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was a Viking. The Pacific College student newspaper was renamed The Pa-
cific Viking in December 1960, and the student yearbook for 1960-1961 first 
described Pacific’s athletic teams as “Vikings.” That also was the first year 
in which Pacific competed in intercollegiate athletics rather than merely lo-
cal church leagues. In that year the Vikings men’s basketball team compiled a 
record of 5-4 against several other Christian colleges in California, including 
Concordia, West Coast, Simpson, Bethany, and San Jose.  During the next few 
years the men’s athletic programs would expand to include track and field in 
1961-1962 and soccer in 1962-1963.

During the summer of 1961 the Messenger reported that Pacific College had 
adopted its first school song, the lyrics of which included a reference to the 
school’s new colors, “purest white and emerald crest.”57 That magazine offi-
cially changed its name to Pacific College Messenger with the November 1961 
issue, and incorporated the school’s new colors into its design.58

Since the mid-1950s, PBI had been in conversation with the California Junior 
College Association regarding accreditation of its junior college program. With 
its transition to Pacific College and more ambitious junior college curriculum, 
those efforts were given higher priority. In the spring of 1960 a preliminary 
report was submitted, followed by a full application in fall 1960. An accredi-
tation team visited the campus in December 1960 and concluded that Pacific 
College “knows what it is doing and where it is going, that its action has been 
conservative and its planning sound. . . . What has been done to date has been 
done well.”59 In February 1961 the Western College Association announced 
that it was granting Pacific College a two-year period of initial accreditation, 
the first time that Pacific had received such recognition from a general accredit-
ing organization.60 The initial accreditation was renewed in 1962.

The changes at Pacific College resulted in a remarkable increase in enroll-
ment, which rose from 58 students in 1959 to 103 students in 1960. Enrollment 
in the Bible institute program, however, continued to fall. In 1960 fewer than 
twenty students were enrolled in that program.61 Despite the college’s stated 
commitment to maintaining such a program, the ongoing decline in enrollment 
clearly indicated that it had ceased to be viable. The 1962 catalog for the first 
time contained no mention of a Bible institute program.  Enrollment continued 
to rise rapidly in the next few years, to the point that the college was forced to 
limit its enrollment for the first time in its history. Arthur Wiebe reported to the 
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United States Conference in August 1962 that “We are facing this school year 
with a deep realization that we have unprecedented opportunities. . . . Pacific 
College could accept only ninety new students this school year because of lim-
ited facilities. . . . This is the largest class of new students in the history of the 
school.”62 An article in the Pacific College Messenger two months later con-
firmed the new enrollment policy, citing inadequate classroom, food services, 
and dormitory facilities, and stated that new enrollment would only increase 
to one hundred students for the 1963-1964 academic year.63 In 1963 Pacific 
College enrolled 201 students, the largest enrollment ever and an increase of al-
most 250 percent over 1958. While construction of a library (1962), expanded 
dormitories (1963-1964), and a cafeteria (1964) all reduced the need for rigid 
admissions caps, the college remained committed to limiting its growth. In 
1962 Arthur Wiebe told the Fresno Bee that the college would not grow beyond 
five hundred students, stating that “our philosophy is that there are many ad-
vantages in a small college and we select our faculty accordingly. A small col-
lege and small classes promote a more intimate relationship between student 
and instructor.”64
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The changes taking place in the early 1960s were so extensive that they 
in many ways symbolized the closing of one institution and the founding of 
another one. These changes extended far beyond new curriculum, increased 
enrollment, new faculty, sports, and school colors. The very theological and 
philosophical underpinnings of the college were undergoing a profound trans-
formation. One example of these changes was a modified policy regarding the 
religious commitment of students at Pacific College. As late as 1959, the Bible 
institute catalog stated that all students must “adhere to the fundamental doc-
trines of the Christian faith and [be] zealous in the promotion of his cause,”65 
and required a pastoral letter of recommendation as part of the admissions pro-
cess. The 1962 catalog, however, struck a very different tone. In its “Statement 
of Doctrinal Policy,” the catalog states that “While standing without reserva-
tion on the teachings of the inspired Word of God, the Bible, no attempt is 
made to force upon students views of a denominational or sectarian nature. No 
religious qualifications are established for entrance.”66 In December 1963 the 
faculty adopted a new statement of purpose for the college, drafted by Peter J. 
Klassen, Dalton Reimer, and John E. Toews. It was first such new statement 
since 1950 and represented a profound shift from the previous statement. It 
said that  

Pacific College is a church-related college of the arts and sciences. As a 
Christian college it encourages a personal commitment to Christ which 
is expressed in a life of discipleship. Believing in a basic unity of all 
truth, Pacific College is committed to the meaningful pursuit of truth in 
the various areas of knowledge and experience. 

It is therefore the purpose of Pacific College: 

1. To give the student an understanding and appreciation of the princi-
pal areas of human knowledge and of the arts and a sense of the proper 
place of these disciplines in the universe of knowledge.

2. To help the student form a system of spiritual, intellectual, social, and 
aesthetic values consistent with basic principles of historic Christianity.

3. To foster a vital concern for the religious and secular communities 
and encourage meaningful participation in these communities.
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4. To assist the student in realistic self evaluation and the development 
of mature attitudes toward others.

5. To encourage the development of creative thinking, thoughtful inves-
tigation, and critical evaluation.

6. To train the student to communicate effectively.

7. To equip the student with adequate undergraduate training for his 
chosen area of service.67

Whereas the 1950 statement had focused entirely on religious belief and 
practice, the new statement was rooted in the values of liberal arts and scholar-
ship. Gone also was any hint of “boundary maintenance” language. While the 
1950 statement included a commitment “to fortify [students] against the vari-
ous unscriptural philosophies of life,” the 1963 statement encouraged “mean-
ingful participation” in “religious and secular communities.”

The transformations in orientation at the college were also taking place at 
the seminary next door. The two institutions had been independent for several 
years, formally cooperating only in the joint ownership of the library. The sem-
inary had been established with a decidedly fundamentalist self-understanding, 
but that orientation changed drastically with the appointment of J. B. Toews as 
president in 1964. Toews had been approached in 1955 to become the semi-
nary’s first president but declined the offer at that time. He did so because the 
program then had only a provisional status within the conference structure of 
higher education, because the Fresno location was also considered provisional, 
and because the existing faculty “did not project an Anabaptist character for 
the seminary.”68

Toews agreed to join the seminary faculty in 1963 on the condition that he 
would not be asked to serve in an administrative role. The board did not honor 
that commitment, however, and pressed him to assume the presidency after 
R. M. Baerg’s resignation in the fall of that year. This time Toews agreed, on 
the conditions that he could “redefine the seminary’s identity as an institution 
committed to an Anabaptist approach to the interpretation of Scripture and to 
the life and character of the church,” and that he could upgrade the faculty “to 
meet the demands for a graduate-level academic program.”69 The seminary set 
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about creating a new curriculum and hiring new faculty members to implement 
these goals during the rest of the 1960s.

Pacific College had been accredited as a junior college for less than three 
years when it embarked on an ambitious effort to establish a four-year senior 
college program. At the US Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches con-
vention in the summer of 1963, the delegates approved a recommendation to 
develop a four-year program, beginning with a third year to begin in the fall 
of 1963.70 Effort to secure accreditation for that program began almost imme-
diately. In February 1965 the college submitted its application to the Western 
Association of Schools and Colleges. An accreditation team visited campus a 
few weeks later. President Arthur Wiebe and Dean Elias Wiebe flew to Los An-
geles on May 10, at which time WASC would announce its decision regarding 
Pacific’s accreditation. 

When word arrived on campus that Pacific had indeed received its accredi-
tation, students and faculty rushed out of classes to prepare for meeting the 
president and dean at the Fresno Air Terminal. About 250 people converged on 
the airport for an impromptu “demonstration” in front of the terminal building, 
marching up and down the sidewalk while holding aloft signs to celebrate the 
event.

The president and dean were greeted on the terminal pavement by members 
of the faculty and a crowd of cheering students. Together with two members of 
the board, they rode from the airport back to the campus in an open convertible 
and followed by a parade of cars driven by students and faculty members. After 
arriving on campus, President Wiebe reported on what they had learned at the 
meetings and what this new status meant for the college.71 

The achievement of accreditation was remarkable for an institution whose 
very survival was in doubt only a few years before. Pacific’s accreditation, fur-
thermore, came only six weeks after Tabor College received its own four-year 
accreditation from the North Central Association of Colleges and Secondary 
Schools. The Board of Education had only a few years before stated that Tabor 
College was to be the only senior liberal arts college for the Mennonite Breth-
ren Church in the United States and had done relatively little to help Pacific 
achieve that same goal. The fact that Pacific would reach the goal of full ac-
creditation almost simultaneously with Tabor is frankly astounding.
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With accreditation secured, the college continued to move forward with ef-
forts to shape its new identity. No event more vividly demonstrated the new 
orientation of Pacific College than the creation of the “Pacific College Idea” 
in 1966. The “Idea” arose out of a comprehensive master planning process 
that began in 1965. The Master Planning Committee, co-chaired by President 
Arthur Wiebe and Biblical studies professor John E. Toews, created three sub-
committees in early 1966: 1) Philosophy and Objectives, 2) Programs, and 3) 
Organization. The Philosophy and Objectives subcommittee, which included 
John Toews, Robert Regier, and Dalton Reimer, had completed a draft of the 
“Pacific College Idea” by August, and it was presented to faculty in September.  
The “Idea” set forth seven key characteristics of Pacific College:

• A Christian College
• A Community
• A Liberal Arts College
• An Experimental College
• An Anabaptist-Mennonite College
• A Non-Sectarian College
• A Prophetic College

Fresno Pacific University: An Historical Overview of 75 Years
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As a “Christian college,” Pacific accepted God’s self-disclosure through Je-
sus Christ and Scripture as “the ultimate authority for life,” but saw “no ulti-
mate contradiction between the truth of revelation and of scholarly investiga-
tion.” As a “community,” the college affirmed the vital role of interpersonal 
relations in the process of education. As a “liberal arts” institution, the Idea 
recognized the importance of “training for effectiveness in the professions,” 
but argued that doing so apart from the liberal arts tradition “is inconsistent 
with the basic objectives of the institution.” In its quest to be an “experimental” 
college, Pacific committed itself to “continuously searching for better ways to 
prepare its students for meaningful roles in society, the professions, the family, 
and the church.” As an “Anabaptist-Mennonite” college, the Idea pointed to 
“the Lordship of Jesus Christ for the totality of life, the authority of the Scrip-
tures . . . the Christian life as a life of discipleship, the Christian church as a 
fellowship of redeemed people, the voluntary nature of faith . . . and the active 
application of love to the whole of life.” While firmly rooted in one religious 
tradition, the Idea also committed Pacific to a “non-sectarian” identity that did 
not impose any form of narrow religious discrimination. Finally, the Idea called 
Pacific to be a “prophetic college,” in which it would exercise an “independent 

Aerial view of campus, ca. 1968-1971
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critique of all of man’s endeavors” and “serve as the conscience of society and 
the church rather than become a tool of any institution or idealism.”72

The Pacific College Idea was written and approved largely through faculty 
action, with relatively little input from either administrators or the Board of 
Education. Peter Klassen, then a history professor, recalls that the faculty had 
a strong sense of being involved in a “noble experiment” at this time, though 
John E. Toews also admits that there was an “enormous dose of hubris” in 
what they were doing. The process was almost entirely driven by the young 
faculty, and Toews recalls that “the board was completely uninvolved.” The 
board’s hands-off approach was in part a recognition that the new model set 
up by Arthur Wiebe and implemented by the young faculty members seemed 
successful. As Wiebe recalls, “they were just happy that it was working . . . and 
gave us an extraordinary amount of freedom.”73 

While the board may have been happy, not everyone in the Mennonite Breth-
ren constituency approved of the way in which Pacific College was evolving. 
From the very beginning of Wiebe’s presidency, there were those who warned 
him not to move too far from PBI’s original ideals. He recalls one PBI founder 
who reminded him that “PBI represents the sweat and blood of many of us,” 
and admonished Wiebe not to “forsake the purpose for which it was found-
ed.”74 Wiebe and John E. Toews also remember that many supporting churches 
viewed the college’s new Anabaptist identity as a threat, and that while students 
were generally responsive to Anabaptist ideas, not all local pastors shared that 
enthusiasm.75 Paul Toews has noted that the Mennonite Brethren Church has 
not always held a high regard for its Anabaptist tradition, and that the “Ana-
baptist renaissance” happening at both college and seminary in the 1960s was 
understood by some “not as the recovery of a partially lost tradition but as a 
foreign import.”  At a time when many Mennonite Brethren had come to be 
“pleased with the loss of the cultural boundaries that had fenced them off from 
American society, here was a young faculty offering a new set of ideologi-
cal boundaries to again impede an easy association with American culture.” 
At the same time, the emphasis on Anabaptism struck some critics as a form 
of “disguised secularity” whose “categories were too political.” According to 
Toews, “when the young college faculty called on itself and the church to be 
transformationist and prophetic it could easily sound to some like the political 
and cultural critique of the 1960s.”76 The fact that students in the mid-1960s 
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(like students at campuses across the nation) were beginning to push for more 
freedom, more access to decision-making, and more involvement in academic 
programming only heightened the sense of some observers that Pacific might 
be drifting from its original theological and behavioral moorings. Arthur Wiebe 
recalled many years later that the stories were rife in the churches at that time 
about what students on campus were doing.77

Students certainly were given more latitude by the late 1960s than had been 
the case during the PBI years. The long list of highly specific rules that had 
governed student behavior in the 1940s and 1950s were gone, though students 
still functioned under a set of strict rules. The 1967-1968 student handbook 
stated that students were to refrain from social dancing, were not allowed into 
dormitory rooms of the opposite sex (and even “speaking to person of the op-
posite sex through dormitory windows [was] improper”), and that “Bermuda 
shorts” could be worn on campus, but not in the library, classes, or chapel. The 
rules, furthermore, were applied inconsistently for male and female students. 
Women could wear shorts only after 5 p.m. on weekdays and any time on Sat-
urday, even though men could do so any time outside of the library, classes, 
or chapel. All women, furthermore, were required to sign in when returning to 
campus at night. Freshman women were required to return by 11 p.m. on week-
days and Sundays, and midnight on Fridays and Saturdays. Junior and senior 
women were given an extra half hour on Fridays and Saturdays. Freshman men 
and probationary male students were required to be back on campus by 11:15 
p.m. or 12:15 a.m. depending on the night of the week. Sophomore, junior, 
and senior men had no sign-in regulations at all.78 By 1969, the “standards and 
regulations” section had been removed from the student handbook, though it 
did still exist and could be requested from the Dean of Students.79 While these 
standards and regulations had not ceased to exist by any means, their absence 
from the official handbook surely signified a changing approach to student life 
policies. By that same year, dress regulations had been revised to state that stu-
dents should “dress modestly and in good taste,” and should wear footwear on 
all parts of campus except the residence areas. But not until about 1974 would 
all policies that governed the behavior of female students more strictly than 
male students be eliminated.

The idea that Pacific was an “experimental college,” as stated in the “Pacific 
College Idea,” was a major part of the school’s self-identity in the late 1960s 
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and early 1970s. This was an era in which experimentation and creativity were 
widely celebrated in American culture, and Pacific clearly seemed determined 
to take advantage of that ethos even while remaining grounded in a conserva-
tive Mennonite and Evangelical framework. The language of “experimenta-
tion” was pervasive on campus. In his description of student government that 
appeared in the 1969-1970 student handbook, student association president Jim 
Holm began by claiming that “Pacific College is an experimental institution. 
It is a laboratory in which all of us may test ourselves as we venture into the 
world which our generation will someday control.”80

In the fall of 1969 the college introduced a “2-1-2” weekly schedule, in 
which no classes were scheduled on Wednesdays. That day was reserved for 
study, club activities, or field trips, on the assumption that a “day off” for stu-
dents in the middle of the week would increase productivity. The college cata-
log for 1972 highlighted several new “Creative Strategies for Learning.” These 
included the ability for students to design their own program. All freshmen 
took a course called “Directions for Learning,” which was intended in part to 
prepare them for academic planning. They then were permitted either to take a 
pre-planned general studies program or design their own program, “free from 
the usual specific course requirements.” This alternative would free students 
to “experiment, clarify [their] own goals, and design means of achieving those 
goals.” Students were also given the option of designing their own major, “con-
sisting of a configuration of courses and experiences which may be quite dif-
ferent from the traditional major,” and “organized around a meaningful central 
idea.”81

The ethos of experimentation extended even to campus building design. In 
1966, mathematician-president Arthur Wiebe encouraged architect Ben Lip-
pold to design a science building in an atypical geometric shape. Lippold re-
sponded with a twenty-four-sided design – an icositetragon. The college em-
braced the building so enthusiastically that it was featured in a Time magazine 
advertisement. The advertisement, published on April 21, 1967, asked, “Which 
college would choose an icositetragon . . . rather than a football team?” The 
answer? “Pacific College of Fresno, naturally.” The advertisement went on to 
suggest that the building’s innovative shape was symbolic of the innovative 
education taking place inside of it and elsewhere on campus and was symbolic 
of a college that “deliberately makes unique choices.”82 
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The success of Pacific College during this era attracted considerable atten-
tion. The Fresno Bee published numerous articles about  the college, many of 
which reported in considerable detail on the progress there.83 The college was 
highlighted in the Los Angeles Times, which published articles on it in 1971 and 
1975,84 and Christianity Today, which did so in 1973.85 The writers for the Los 
Angeles Times seemed most fascinated with the fact that “plain people” such 
as the Mennonites even had colleges. Russell Chandler began his 1975 article 
by calling Pacific “a school affiliated with a small, clannish denomination usu-
ally thought of as lukewarm toward – if not in outright opposition to – higher 
education,” but then emphasized the innovative and experimental aspects of 
its programs. The college’s success, he suggested, came from its “welding of 
biblical faith and conservative Christian life-style with the latest in educational 
theory and student decision-making.” Chandler also wrote the 1973 article in 
Christianity Today, which also stressed the creativity and experimentation at 
work at Pacific College. He quotes Arthur Wiebe as saying that “we have the 
freedom to be experimental in the conservative theological tradition.”

For the first decade of the Pacific College era, student enrollments moved 
steadily higher, rising from 102 in 1961 to 430 in 1971. During that period en-
rollments rose every year except once in 1969. In 1968, the college announced 
that, for the first time ever, it would limit its total enrollment during the com-
ing academic year, setting a limit of 330 full-time equivalent students for fall 
1968. This decision was based largely on the lack of dormitory space, a prob-
lem solved by construction of new dormitory rooms for men in 1968 and for 
women in 1971.86 The largest area of enrollment growth was among students 
from outside the Mennonite Brethren Church. In the fall of 1969, for the first 
time in the college’s history, fewer than half of the students were from Men-
nonite Brethren congregations.  

To supplement its rising undergraduate enrollment, the college also began 
exploring entirely new program areas in the 1960s. The most significant such 
plan was for a teacher education program. The appointment of Elias Wiebe as 
Academic Dean was the first step toward such a program, since he brought 
with him a background in public education and a strong desire to create such 
a program. In 1965 Pacific began offering courses in education, though actual 
credentials were granted only after completing the fifth year of study at Fresno 
State College. In 1966 Arthur Wiebe told the Fresno Bee that Pacific would 
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begin a full teacher training program in 1967 and add a graduate program in 
that area “as soon as possible.”87 The faculty approved a one-year credential 
program for the training of elementary school teachers to begin in the fall of 
1967, with Elias Wiebe to serve as the Director of Teacher Education.88  The 
catalog for 1968 is the first in which a full fifth-year program is offered without 
a connection to Fresno State. This program took a significant step forward in 
1969, when Pacific hired Silas Bartsch in the education program. Bartsch, who 
had formerly been the District Superintendent for the Kings Canyon Unified 
School District, began at Pacific in the summer of 1970 and almost immediate-
ly introduced plans for an entirely new kind of program. Bartsch proposed an 
“In-Service Education” program, which would offer non-degree continuing ed-
ucation courses, mostly to public school teachers interested in furthering their 
knowledge or earning credit toward advanced teaching credentials. Bartsch’s 
deep connections to public school districts in the Central Valley undoubtedly 
helped give this fledgling program credibility and attracted teachers to enroll in 
the courses. In 1970-1971 the In-Service Education Program offered seventy-
three courses with 4,902 students enrolled in them. The program grew quickly 
from there, with 8,656 students enrolled in 271 courses by 1974.89 The program 
later became known as the “School of Professional Development.” Though 
originally aimed almost exclusively at teachers, the Professional Development 
program later expanded its offerings to include other fields of study. By 2007 
it enrolled over 14,000 students  in 269 courses distributed across eighteen 
program areas.90

A significant part of the In-Service program grew out of the work of the Pa-
cific College Mathematics Project. The PCMP was created in the early 1970s 
under the leadership of president Arthur Wiebe and Ron Claassen to improve 
mathematics instruction in elementary schools. The PCMP conducted math ed-
ucation workshops and distributed cassette tape instructional programs, which 
became very successful across the western United States. The PCMP evolved 
into the AIMS (“Activities Integrating Math & Science”) Education Founda-
tion in the early 1980s, through a National Science Foundation grant written by 
Arthur Wiebe and Larry Ecklund. The AIMS program focused largely on writ-
ing curriculum material for use by elementary school teachers of mathematics 
and science. The curricula emphasized hands-on, experiential ways of teaching 
topics. AIMS sponsored summer workshops, which were attended by educa-
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tors from across the country. These workshop attendees actually helped write 
the materials that were later published and sold by AIMS. The AIMS program 
remained a part of the graduate education program until 1986, when it was 
granted independent non-profit status by the Board of Trustees.91 

Another new initiative in 1972 involved extended campus programs in 
Modesto and Bakersfield. Both were extensions of the Biblical and Religious 
Studies division, as well as the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary. The 
Bakersfield program was operated in conjunction with the Experimental Learn-
ing Fellowship, which described itself as a “cooperative effort of Kern County 
Evangelical churches.” The Modesto program was run in conjunction with 
the Center for Biblical Studies, a non-profit organization in that city, and the 
Modesto First Baptist Church. These programs were never large and enrolled 
no more than a few dozen students in any given year. The Bakersfield pro-
gram closed in 1980 due to “Lack of clear, local support and direction.”92 The 
Modesto program continued for several more years but had also closed by the 
late 1980s.

For the first fifteen years of the unified higher education program, the Board 
of Education had taken primary responsibility for raising financial support be-
yond the subsidies from the Mennonite Brethren churches. In 1969 this system 
was changed so that Pacific and Tabor each became responsible for raising 
their own support. Neither institution had mechanisms in place to accomplish 
this task, and both found it difficult the achieve the desired goals. Pacific Col-
lege had already decided by 1967 that it would be easier to raise funds through 
investment in land development projects than through direct fundraising. The 
first such project involved purchasing the Gow Estate, fifty-three acres near the 
intersection of Kings Canyon Road and Peach Avenue. Twenty private inves-
tors financed the purchase of this property, with the expectation that both they 
and Pacific College would receive income from the investment. This first proj-
ect earned about $350,000 for the college, suggesting that this strategy might 
be successful. Numerous other projects followed, most located in the Sunny-
side area of Fresno or the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains. The most 
distant such project was Columbia River Estates, located in southern Washing-
ton. One of the foothill projects, Three Lakes Estates, was promoted specifi-
cally to raise funds for a gymnasium project. Most of these projects were set up 
with the promise that they would provide benefit to both Pacific College and 
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the individual investors. While some of the projects were successful, others 
would prove less so. 

In 1970 Pacific College entered into an agreement with the newly-established 
San Joaquin College of Law allowing it to lease classroom and administrative 
office space on the Pacific College campus.93 Law school classes opened on the 
Pacific College campus for the first time in September 1970, meeting during 
the evenings on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays.94 The SJCL funded 
construction of an addition to Hiebert Library in 1972-1973 for use as a law 
library and administrative offices. The law school moved off the Pacific Col-
lege campus in 1979, and the library addition was remodeled to become the 
Mennonite Library and Archives. 

By the early 1970s, the unified system of governance for Pacific College, 
Tabor, and the seminary was beginning to show signs of strain. At the 1971 US 
Conference of Mennonite Brethren Churches convention, the Board of Educa-
tion reported that “demands for Board attention have reached a point where 
Board members cannot give sufficient attention to the problems of the respec-
tive institutions.” In response to this problem the board wished to create execu-
tive committees for each individual institution, thus freeing the full board to 
address larger issues of importance to all three institutions. The US Conference 
approved this plan and created a new set of bylaws for the board.95 

During the early 1970s Pacific College remained strongly committed to its 
identification as an Anabaptist-Mennonite institution. One symbol of that com-
mitment was the 1973 decision to rename several campus buildings in honor 
of various people and places significant to the Anabaptist story. These included 
Sattler Hall (for Swiss Anabaptist leader and martyr Michael Sattler), Marpeck 
Center (for German Anabaptist leader Pilgram Marpeck), Strasbourg Quad (for 
the French city of Strasbourg in which early Anabaptists found refuge from 
persecution) and Witmarsum Quad (for the birthplace of Menno Simons). 96

By the mid-1970s the Teacher Education program had existed to one extent 
or another for almost a decade. Almost from the beginning of that program, col-
lege administrators had publicly discussed the possibility of creating a graduate 
program in that area. In 1974 planning for such a program began in earnest, 
with a goal to seek accreditation by 1975. The faculty discussion about approv-
ing this new program was not without dissent. Some faculty members outside 
of the Education program expressed concern that this program represented a 
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move away from liberal arts education and toward vocational training, and that 
too much emphasis on it “skews the image of the college in an unbalanced di-
rection.”97 Despite concerns of these kinds, the faculty and board approved the 
new master’s program in spring 1974. The college then turned to the accredita-
tion process, which it successfully completed in February 1975. With accredi-
tation granted by the Western Association of Schools and Colleges, Pacific was 
ready to begin offering graduate programs in reading (led by Elias Wiebe) and 
mathematics (led by Arthur Wiebe).98 

In 1975 Arthur Wiebe resigned as Pacific College’s president. He had held 
this position since 1960 and had presided during those fifteen years over an 
astounding transformation of the institution. Wiebe inherited a failing Bible 
institute in 1960 that by 1975 had become an accredited liberal arts college now 
offering graduate programs, largely due to his charismatic leadership and cre-
ativity. It seems little of an overstatement to say that Arthur Wiebe remains the 
single most influential person in the entire history of FPU. Following Wiebe’s 
resignation, the board appointed Biblical studies professor Edmund Janzen and 
Academic Dean Dalton Reimer to chair an interim presidential council. Jan-
zen was given the task of overseeing external functions of the college, while 

President Edmund Janzen visiting with students on campus, early 1980s.
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Reimer managed the internal administration. Other members of the council 
included business manager Don Isaac, faculty member Dennis Langhofer, as-
sistant to the president Olive Hiebert, and student body president Elizabeth 
Robb.99 This council served for one year, after which Edmund Janzen was ap-
pointed as the new president, effective July 1, 1976.100 

Though Janzen had been a part of the Biblical studies faculty for several 
years, his appointment in some ways represented a move back toward pastoral 
leadership of the college. Janzen had served as a Mennonite Brethren minister 
in North Dakota before joining the Pacific College faculty in the late 1960s. His 
academic training had been in seminaries rather than research universities, and 
he was widely respected as a church leader. Janzen had served on numerous 
Mennonite Brethren conference committees, including a term as Pacific Dis-
trict Conference chairman from 1972 to 1974. After an intense period of change 
and sometimes even tumult during the 1960s and early 1970s, Janzen’s calm, 
pastoral demeanor probably seemed just what the college needed at that time. 
One issue that demanded Janzen’s immediate pastoral attention were lingering 
controversies over development projects that had not worked out as planned. 
In his first report to the PDC in 1975, Janzen noted that “Through the efforts of 
many (including our Board of Directors and Dr. Arthur Wiebe) there has been 
significant and positive progress in resolving development problems. Many of 
us have shared the burdens and anxieties of the last several years. . . . Slowly 
but surely the problems are being solved and brought to a conclusion.”101

In 1975 the seminary was, at long last, accepted as the official seminary for 
all Mennonite Brethren churches in the United States and Canada. Negotia-
tions about the seminary’s status in this regard had been ongoing since before 
its birth in 1955. The decision by the Canadian churches not to participate in 
a unified Board of Education in 1954 meant that the new seminary had no of-
ficial status in the Canadian conference – even though many Canadian students 
enrolled there. In 1957 the General Conference of Mennonite Brethren Church-
es voted to “continue to study the matter of unification in the area of higher 
theological training.”102 Three years later, however, the Canadian delegation 
reported that “no unity has been achieved on the seminary question,” and asked 
that the 1957 decision be rescinded.103 At the 1969 General Conference the 
U.S. delegation presented a recommendation to invite the Canadian Confer-
ence to join the seminary program in Fresno, while the Canadians countered 
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with a proposal to establish a new seminary in Vancouver, British Columbia. 
In response, the Board of Reference and Counsel recommended that efforts to 
create a unified seminary program be discontinued.104 Despite this failure to 
reach an agreement, the Canadian Conference appointed a commission in 1971 
to study this matter further, and eventually was able to garner enough support 
among Canadian churches to move forward with a proposal to adopt MBBS 
as its seminary. At the 1975 General Conference, MBBS was accepted as the 
official seminary for the U.S. and Canada. The seminary at that point no longer 
functioned under the U.S. Conference Board of Education, but instead received 
its own Board of Directors that reported directly to the General Conference of 
Mennonite Brethren Churches.105

In 1976 the college adopted its third name, when it became known as Fresno 
Pacific College. This decision was driven largely by concern that outsiders of-
ten had trouble distinguishing Pacific College of Fresno from the numerous 
other institutions that used “Pacific” in their name, including several in the 
Pacific Northwest, the University of the Pacific in Stockton, and Azusa Pacific 
College.

The college as it existed in the 1960s and 1970s was characterized by a high-
ly egalitarian ethos. Students were on first-name basis with their professors and 
even administrators. The faculty placed little emphasis on a formal system of 
rank, though it had existed for many years. The catalog for 1979-1980 was the 
first in the college era to make no mention of faculty rank, simply describing 
all instructors as being members of the faculty. There appears to have been little 
discussion of this change, since nothing about it appears in the faculty-adminis-
tration meetings of that time. The lack of such discussion seems to suggest that 
it was more an acknowledgement of an existing but informal reality rather than 
intentional change of policy.

 Faculty, furthermore, at least perceived that they played a major role in 
administrative decisions. By the mid-1970s, the Board of Education had ap-
parently begun to raise concerns about the level of faculty administrative in-
volvement, though the extent to which it actually was true may have been more 
perception than reality. John Toews, a member of the faculty in the 1960s, has 
argued that the idea of Pacific College as a faculty-run institution was largely a 
myth. Arthur Wiebe was clearly in charge of all administrative decisions, and 
he entirely managed the budget. In Toews’s recollection, the faculty at the time 
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did not challenge this system. Gary Nachtigall, also a faculty member at that 
time, agrees with Toews and recalls a strong sense that “Arthur was our dad.” 
106

The land purchased for the Chestnut Avenue campus had originally includ-
ed fifty-three acres, over half of which was subdivided for use by the Butler 
Avenue Mennonite Brethren Church and residential lots. This decision was 
based on two assumptions: first, that the board needed revenue from selling 
the subdivided lots in order to develop the campus, and second, that Pacific 
College would never need more than the twenty acres retained for the campus. 
While the first assumption was clearly accurate, the second assumption had 
been proven false by 1977, when the college purchased 18.5 acres southeast 
of Winery and Hamilton Avenues and extending east to Willow Avenue, nearly 
doubling the size of the campus. Most of the land was designated for athlet-
ics facilities, though the original plan also included residential lots along Wil-
low Avenue and apartments for married students – neither of which were ever 
built.107

Throughout most of its history, Fresno Pacific College enrolled a larger num-
ber of men than women. The only years for which that had not been true were 
during World War II, when many men were serving either in alternative service 
or the military. That demographic shifted permanently for the first time in 1977, 
when 53 percent of the total enrollment was female. While the undergraduate 
enrollment that year was still 51 percent male, the very large percentage of 
women in the graduate education program tipped the scale for the entire insti-
tution. But that situation lasted only one year, as the undergraduate enrollment 
for 1978 was 54 percent female. The number of women students has outnum-
bered men ever since, reaching a high of 79 percent in 2008.

By the 1970s questions were again swirling about the health of higher educa-
tion in the Mennonite Brethren Church. The actions taken in 1954 to create a 
unified system of Mennonite Brethren higher education were driven by a real-
ization that the existing model was not working. Within twenty years of that de-
cision, there was a growing sense that a new set of changes might be necessary. 
Total enrollment, which had risen rapidly most years during the Pacific College 
era, reached a plateau beginning in 1971. In that year the enrollment exceeded 
400 for the first time. But the following year enrollment dropped to 358 and 
would exceed the 400-student mark only twice in the next fifteen years. While 
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total enrollment had merely levelled off by this time, the percentage of Men-
nonite Brethren students had dropped to an all-time low. In 1970 the Mennonite 
Brethren enrollment was only 37 percent, the first time it had ever been so low. 
For an institution that in the early 1970s still understood its primary role to be 
the education of Mennonite Brethren churches, such enrollment trends repre-
sented a crisis of identity and purpose.

Financial support from the Mennonite Brethren churches, meanwhile, was 
also declining. In his 1977 report to the United States Conference, Marvin Hein 
noted that conference subsidies for both Tabor and Fresno Pacific had “dropped 
to an embarrassing low.” Whereas PBI had received more than half of its op-
erating budget from the Pacific District Conference, those church subsidies by 
the late 1970s made up only about 5 percent of the total operating budget.108

To compound the problem, Fresno Pacific’s strategy of raising funds through 
land development projects had not been a complete success. As is so often the 
case in real estate ventures, not all projects worked out as well as had been 
hoped. Some lost value when expected highway access did not materialize or 
permission for construction of infrastructure was denied. In other cases, sup-
posedly tax-deductible donations by investors were disallowed by the Internal 
Revenue Service. Marvin Hein’s 1977 report to the U.S. Conference noted that, 

the Board of Education has become involved in some very difficult situ-
ations arising out of development projects. One of the most trouble-
some has been the Shaver Lake Project, in which large sums of invested 
money were lost. Many accusations have been made concerning this 
project and the responsibility for the losses. . . . In spite of all the efforts 
made at reconciliation, the Board . . . admits they have often not been 
successful and many hurt feelings have resulted. . . . The time spent in 
seeking to rectify errors and recoup good will, the emotional energies 
spent by Board members over a period of about six years, the erosion of 
confidence in our program of Christian Higher Education by unhappy 
experiences, the loss of investment dollars . . . and the frustrations that 
were created in many lives are only a part of the price we have paid for 
what we believed was a very legitimate attempt to provide finances for 
our institutions.109
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Considering these sobering realities, the 1977 U.S. Conference directly ad-
dressed the question of how its institutions of higher education should move 
into the future. It reported that,

the Board of Education comes to this convention persuaded that we 
need both of our colleges. . . While we have entertained thoughts of 
other options available to us, we hereby recommend that we continue to 
operate both Pacific and Tabor Colleges. . . . The Board of Education, 
in recommending that we continue the operation of both Pacific and 
Tabor College, is not prepared to do so without some more intense com-
mitment on the part of the brotherhood. We recommend that we give 
our blessings and support to the schools for the next interim but that 
the Conference meet . . . in a special session for purposes of determin-
ing new paths that will lead to a kind of support that is lacking at this 
time. In preparation for this, the Board of Education will appoint a study 
commission to explore options for the future development of Higher 
Education in our Conferences.110

The conference accepted this recommendation, and the Board of Education 
appointed a study commission to bring back proposals for a viable model of 
higher education to the conference. The commission eventually produced a 
two-hundred-page report that focused on six areas: 1) Mission and purpose, 2) 
Students, 3) Organization, 4) Program, 5) Plant, and 6) Finances. Based on an 
examination of these areas, the study commission reported on ten options that 
it had considered:

1. Leave things as they are, or with improvement as possible.

2. One college remains a four-year school, the other becomes a two-
year program.

3. Maintain two colleges with a single centralized administration.

4. Establish Cluster Colleges

5. Make one college the official conference school and make the other 
an independent institution.

6. Make both colleges independent of the conference.
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7. Regionalize the two colleges, with Tabor reporting to Central and 
Southern districts, and Pacific reporting to Pacific District.

8. Merge the colleges at one of the present locations.

9. Merge the colleges at a new location.

10. Create an inter-Mennonite program of higher education together 
with the Mennonite Church.

Of these ten options, the study commission presented only two for consider-
ation by the Board of Education and US Conference:

1. Continue to operate two colleges under one administration. ‘One ad-
ministration’ may be interpreted to mean one President (Chancellor, or 
whatever) over both colleges. Or, it might imply central administrative 
functions in addition, such as in areas of student procurement or fund-
raising.

2. Make the colleges regional schools, Tabor under the direction of the 
Central and Southern Districts and Fresno Pacific under the direction of 
the Pacific District.

The Board of Education endorsed the second of these recommendation to 
the conference, even while acknowledging that “one college would be the best 
option to solve the financial difficulties,” since the problems with the first op-
tion “were too overwhelming.” Delegates at the 1979 conference voted 298-21 
in favor of the recommendation,111 and a new era of “regionalization” in Men-
nonite Brethren higher education had begun. The Board of Education was dis-
solved, and new independent college boards for Tabor and Fresno Pacific were 
created in its place. To a large extent, these new boards were continuations of 
the already-existing subcommittees that had functioned since 1971. But now 
these boards reported only to their respective district conferences rather than 
another board or national conference. A statement of understanding was drafted 
between the two colleges to guide their ongoing relations. It stated that each 
college was expected to derive their principal funding and students from their 
respective regions, though each should be encouraged to continue relationships 
with its alumni and to recruit children of alumni regardless of geographic loca-
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tion. Both colleges were expected to be positive in their representation of the 
other college.112

The era of regionalization began on a high note. In his report to the 1979 
Pacific District Conference, president Edmund Janzen reported that “the col-
lege has never been healthier financially than it is right now.” He announced 
that the current fund showed a surplus, and that “significant progress has been 
made in debt retirement.”113 In the context of this optimistic report, the newly-
minted board of directors recommended to the PDC that a gymnasium be built 
on campus at an estimated cost of two million dollars, with construction to 
begin once 75 percent of the cost was in hand or pledged. The district approved 
this recommendation, and fundraising for the long-awaited gymnasium began 
immediately. One year later, board chairman Arthur Jost was able to report that 
the fundraising goal had been met, and groundbreaking ceremony for the gym 
took place on November 6, 1980. 

Jost also reported to the 1980 PDC on the creation of a Church Advisory 
Council. This group, consisting of representatives from the various PDC con-
gregations, was intended to provide input from the churches about what they 
expected from their “new” college. Jost reported that the council had spent its 
first several months “seeking a definition of what church ownership means.”114

The gymnasium (known as the “Special Events Center” to acknowledge its 
functions beyond only athletics) was completed in the fall of 1981. No longer 
would the men’s basketball team be forced to play its “home” games at high 
school and even middle school gymnasiums in various parts of Fresno or sur-
rounding valley towns. The gymnasium on campus also provided opportunity 
for the college to develop new athletic programs for women, which had previ-
ously been almost non-existent. Both women’s volleyball and basketball pro-
grams had begun by the early 1980s. The volleyball program would become 
especially successful and in 1989 the team won its first NAIA national cham-
pionship – the first national championship in a team sport for Fresno Pacific. 
Several other national volleyball championships would follow in later years.

Along with the new venue, the athletic teams also received a new mascot. 
Since 1960, Fresno Pacific had called itself the “Vikings,” a name that struck 
many as anachronistic. Neither the city of Fresno nor the college had any sig-
nificant cultural ties to Scandinavia, and the Vikings’ historic reputation for 
violence seemed out of character for a school rooted in one of the historic peace 
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churches. A committee of faculty, staff, and students was convened to study 
the question in the spring of 1981. Surveys revealed a strong preference for 
mascots relating to the sun or birds of various kinds, but none of the specific 
proposals seemed appropriate or usable. Finally, one of the student members 
of the committee suggested combining these two concepts into what the com-
mittee thought was an imaginary thing called a “Sunbird.” The proposal was 
approved, and beginning in the fall of 1981, Fresno Pacific’s athletic teams 
became the Sunbirds – apparently the only such college mascot in the world. 
Only later was it discovered that there actually was such a thing as a Sunbird, 
a group of small, nectar-feeding birds in the eastern hemisphere. Depictions of 
the Sunbird mascot have always leaned toward the imaginary quality first envi-
sioned by the committee, and no attempt has ever been made to depict Fresno 
Pacific’s Sunbird like any of the many real species of that bird.

While the completion of the Special Events Center was source of great 
satisfaction, it had come at a serious price in both finances and institutional 
reputation. Almost one million dollars had been donated or pledged by late 
1980, which had made it possible to begin construction at that time. But over 
$800,000 of the pledges were from a handful of individuals who had based 
those pledges largely on the expected sale of real estate. When the real estate 
market experienced a downturn at about this same time, these donors were 
mostly unable to honor their pledges. Construction was already well underway 
by the time this situation became apparent. Stopping the project was hardly an 
option, and so it was completed with a shortfall of almost $350,000 plus inter-
est. Arthur Jost told the PDC delegates in 1982 that “we need help. The only 
real option is to call upon church members and friends of the College to give 
generously to retire this debt.” Jost went to say that “we are sorry and ask for 
forgiveness where we have offended the brethren in the process of conduct-
ing our business in reference to the Special Events Center.” That the vagaries 
of real estate would again bedevil the college so soon after the problematic 
fundraising projects of the previous decades must have made Jost’s task in this 
context particularly difficult. The conference, however, unanimously accepted 
Jost’s statement of apology and responded with a program it called “Moving 
from Maintenance to Mission,” which committed it to liquidate the Fresno Pa-
cific debt.115 Over the next three years, the conference vigorously pursued this 
goal, and was able to report that the debt had been liquidated by 1985.116
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Beginning in the late 1970s the college undertook the first major revision 
of the “Pacific College Idea.” Originally adopted in 1966, the “Idea” had not 
immediately become the defining source of institutional identity that it would 
eventually become. An abbreviated version of the statement did not appear 
in the college catalog until 1969, and the full document only appears in 1972 
catalog. It has appeared in every catalog since that time and has functioned as 
the most significant identity marker for the university since that time. By the 
1970s, the Idea was regularly invoked in campus discussions relating to policy 
and direction of the institution.

By 1979, however, there was a growing sense that the Idea needed to be re-
defined, and president Janzen initiated a review of that document. The college 
by this time was far more pluralistic than had been the case in 1966. The per-
centage of Mennonite Brethren undergraduate students during this period had 
dropped from about 60 percent to only 30 percent. The percentage of faculty 
and administration affiliated with the Mennonite Brethren, while much higher 
than in the student body, also had declined significantly during this era. While 
about 80 percent of the faculty and administrators were Mennonite Brethren 
in 1966, that figure had dropped to around 60 percent by 1979. As pluralism 
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increased, it became less likely that students and employees were familiar with 
and connected to the core values described in the Idea. College leaders hoped 
that a restatement of the Idea might increase its relevancy in a more pluralistic 
community. At the same time, “theological dissonance between Evangelical-
ism and . . . Anabaptism” was also creating pressure for changes to the Idea. 
Some board members hoped to reshape Fresno Pacific to conform more closely 
to nondenominational Christian colleges and criticized the original Idea for 
leaning too heavily on “historical Anabaptism and obsolete denominational 
distinctives and not enough on current Evangelicalism.”117

A series of workshops were conducted to study the existing Idea and make 
proposals for alterations. The result was a decision to reduce the original seven 
statements to only three: Fresno Pacific is “a Christian College,” “a Communi-
ty,” and “a Liberal Arts College.” While references to the other four statements 
(Experimental, Anabaptist-Mennonite, Non-Sectarian, and Prophetic) were not 
entirely eliminated, they were subsumed under the three surviving sections and 
given less unique emphasis. Each of the headings that were eliminated had 
been controversial, drawing both supporters and detractors.118 The revised Idea, 
approved in 1982, seemed to clearly indicate a move toward an evangelical 
identity and away from an Anabaptist-Mennonite identity.

Another significant step toward institutional redefinition came in 1983, 
when president Edmund Janzen released a document entitled “Broadening the 
Base: My Vision for FPC.” In it, Janzen articulated for the first time a mission 
that explicitly extended beyond the Mennonite Brethren Church. Only a few 
years before, the Board of Education and Mennonite Brethren conference had 
struggled with the question of why schools like FPC should even exist if they 
were not attracting Mennonite Brethren students. Now, Janzen provided the 
first clear rationale for such a purpose. He began by stating that the FPC edu-
cational experience “simply must be shared with more students – both within 
the Mennonite Brethren Church and without.” While the college had in fact 
been doing this for quite some time, it had never clearly been articulated as 
a positive good rather than merely a contingency plan. Janzen called on the 
college to more vigorously promote its identity, vision, and purpose. Fresno 
Pacific would continue to be a “Mennonite Brethren School anchored in the 
Anabaptist/Evangelical tradition,” emphasizing such principles as discipleship 
in Jesus Christ, a high view of Scripture, the primacy of evangelism and mis-
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sion, the concept of servanthood, and the importance of “doing Kingdom eth-
ics.” At the same time, FPC would “extend an invitation to the many who will 
profit from examining and accepting these life principles for themselves.” In 
order to achieve this goal, Janzen called on the college to significantly broaden 
its funding base, create more appointed positions on the Board of Directors to 
create stronger linkages outside the Mennonite Brethren conference, more ag-
gressively market the college, and work harder to recruit students beyond the 
Mennonite Brethren church.119

At the 1983 meeting of the PDC, board chairman Arthur Jost continued to 
press the ideas that Janzen had articulated a few months earlier. He announced 
that “it has become obvious that Fresno Pacific College needs to develop ways 
for the college to have a better supportive relationship with its non-Mennonite 
Brethren publics.” He asked for approval to provisionally appoint three addi-
tional board members potentially from outside the Mennonite Brethren Church 
who “would be specifically selected to provide a liaison with evangelical 
churches, to provide assistance in recruiting students, and to provide entrée to 
the financial community.” The delegates approved the recommendation unani-
mously.120

Edmund Janzen would have little time to lead the college in the new direc-
tions that he outlined in 1983. In the fall of 1984 he announced to the board 
that he would resign as president effective at the end of that academic year. 
Academic Dean Robert Enns submitted his resignation at the same meeting, 
creating a situation in which the college would simultaneously be searching 
for its top two administrators at the same time as it attempted to forge a new 
institutional vision and identity. 

Perhaps to provide leadership and guidance at such a fluid time, the Board 
of Directors called together a group of pastors and lay leaders from throughout 
the Pacific District Conference to make recommendations about the college’s 
future. Roughly one hundred people gathered for this purpose, leading it to be 
called “the Committee of 100.” That committee submitted its findings to the 
1984 Pacific District Conference. The report called on FPC to more explicitly 
link its liberal arts curriculum to careers in both the church and “other leader-
ship professions.” It noted that FPC “does not have as sharp and positive im-
age among some constituencies as its quality deserves,” and that steps should 
be taken to improve that image. The report also expressed concern that the 
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college “is very large for the modest size of the Pacific District Conference 
and is absorbing an overly large share of conference giving.” While the non-
Mennonite Brethren student body had grown considerably, that growth had 
not been matched by financial support from outside the Mennonite Brethren 
church. Finally, the report stated that “ultimate control and responsibility” for 
FPC should remain with the PDC, and that the faculty, administration, and 
board membership should remain predominantly Mennonite Brethren, but that 
the college must develop “new linkages with selected members of non-MB 
evangelicals in order to ensure planned growth and development.”121

In attendance at the board meeting during which Janzen and Enns had re-
signed was a young administrator by the name of Richard Kriegbaum. It was 
Kriegbaum’s first board meeting, since he had just been hired as the college’s 
new Vice President of Administration. Kriegbaum had first come in contact 
with FPC in 1983, when he was brought on campus as a consultant. He ap-
parently made a very positive impression, since conversations soon began to 
create a new administrative position designed specifically for him. Kriegbaum 
accepted the position and began work in fall 1984. Almost immediately, he 
found himself facing the reality of being a new vice president at an institution 
with neither a president or chief academic officer. The presidential search com-
mittee, however, almost immediately turned its attention to Kriegbaum, and he 
accepted the position in March 1985.

The decision to hire Richard Kriegbaum marked a significant milestone for 
FPC. He was the first administrator who was not already a member of the 
Mennonite Brethren, nor had he received any of his academic training or ever 
worked in any Mennonite Brethren institution (other than his few months as 
a vice president). Kriegbaum had most recently been employed by Wheaton 
College, a leading mainline Evangelical college in Illinois. If FPC was seri-
ous about its desire to “broaden the base,” Kriegbaum’s appointment certainly 
seemed to be evidence of it. 

The hiring of an “outsider” president was remarkable enough, but the Board 
of Directors went further by hiring William Henning, another non-Mennonite 
Brethren administrator from Wheaton College, as FPC’s new Academic Vice 
President. This decision to hire the college’s top two administrators from out-
side the Mennonite Brethren seemed to fly in the face of The Committee of 
100’s recommendation that the administration should remain “predominantly 
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Mennonite Brethren,” but was hardly the first time that the college had disre-
garded such recommendations almost before the ink had dried on them. Just 
several weeks later, the Pacific District Conference took another significant 
step by ratifying a proposal to permit the Board of Directors to permanently 
appoint up to eight at-large board members “to provide for factors of need in 
areas of professional expertise, balance of experience, age, sex, non-Mennonite 
Brethren church and community relationships.” This was a significant move 
beyond the 1983 conference decision that called for only three such board 
members to be appointed on a provisional basis.122

In many ways, the years of Richard Kriegbaum’s presidency (1985-1997) 
represented a significant step forward for the college. When Kriegbaum be-
came president, the undergraduate full-time equivalent enrollment was only 
385, a level at which it had roughly been mired since the early 1970s. During 
Kriegbaum’s administration, that enrollment climbed to 467 by 1989, exceeded 
500 for the first time in 1992, and climbed past 600 for the first time in 1993. 
Total enrollment (including teaching credentials, graduate, and adult programs) 
rose from 708 in 1985 to over 1,100 by 1997. 

The development of facilities on campus also sharply increased during the 
Kriegbaum years. After an almost nonstop flurry of construction from 1959 
to 1971, such projects nearly came to a halt over the next fifteen years. Only 
three major projects were completed on campus after 1971, and only one of 
those was primarily funded by the college. These were an expansion of Hiebert 
Library paid for by the San Joaquin College of Law in 1972-1973, another 
expansion of the library funded primarily by the seminary in 1979-1980, and 
the Special Events Center in 1980-1981. While this last project was a dramatic 
step forward for the college, it had come at a huge cost for institutional reputa-
tion and financial stability. The pace of construction picked up markedly after 
Kriegbaum became president. In 1986 the college acquired the “Haas Home,” 
a private residence located between the college and seminary campuses and 
renovated it for use as office space for the graduate education program. Origi-
nally known as “West Hall,” it was renamed in honor of Silas Bartsch in 1990. 
A swimming pool was completed south of the Special Events Center in 1987. 
The college then partnered with the AIMS Foundation to build the Wiebe Edu-
cation Center (phase 1 in 1989-1990, phase 2 in 1992-1993). By far the most 
significant construction project during these years was the completion of Mc-
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Donald Hall in 1992. This building, first approved by the delegates of the PDC 
in 1987, faced onto Chestnut Avenue and included administrative and faculty 
offices, various student service offices, and classrooms. Many of these func-
tions had formerly been scattered in various buildings across campus in a way 
that neither made sense nor functioned well. McDonald Hall also provided an 
architectural focal point for the college that had never existed before that time. 
The last major construction project of the Kriegbaum era was a new facilities 
management building near the Steinert athletic complex (1995-1997) 

The college also developed new education programs during Kriegbaum’s 
presidency. Perhaps most significant was the creation of the “Center for Adult 
Learning” in 1990. This program, based on a model purchased from Spring Ar-
bor College in Michigan, was centered around a “compressed time” curriculum 
for adults with professional supervisory experience and at least two years of 
previous college education. It combined course work at FPC with credit for life 
experience, allowing students to complete a B.A. in Management of Human 
Resources in only thirteen months. Most classes took place during evenings 
and weekends in order to meet the needs of working adults. The first director 
of this program was John Simmons, who had been a member of the business 
faculty since 1987.123 Within its first year, the Center for Adult Learning had 
changed its name to “Center for Degree Completion.” The first graduates of 
this new program received their diplomas in May 1992.124 The degree com-
pletion program attracted attention in various parts of the San Joaquin Valley, 
and so the college soon began offering courses in Visalia (1992), Bakersfield 
(1996) and Merced (1996).125

Another new venture in 1990 was the Center for Peacemaking and Conflict 
Studies, established under the leadership of Dalton Reimer and Ron Claassen. 
While Fresno Pacific had been firmly part of the Historic Peace Church tradi-
tion throughout its history, the “CPACS” program was the first time that the 
college had created a program explicitly devoted to such concerns.

While the successes of these years were encouraging, the changing identity 
of the college did not occur without anxiety and even conflict. One of the areas 
of such controversy had to do with policies on faculty hiring. This issue came 
to a head in the late 1980s, in the wake of the college’s program to “broaden 
the base.” A survey in fall of 1987 had revealed that almost two-thirds of the 
faculty and administration at that time were Mennonite, while the next largest 
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group (Presbyterians) formed only about 11 percent of that total. In a 1987 
document entitled “Ethno-Religious Considerations in Faculty Selection,” 
Academic Vice President William Henning argued that the college should “be 
careful to hire faculty with a clear Christian commitment, but not be restrictive 
within those bounds with respect to ethnic or cultural backgrounds.” Henning 
acknowledged that ethnic and cultural traditions had value, but “only to the 
extent that they do not violate the values of the Kingdom.” While Henning 
framed Mennonite identity in terms of ethnicity and culture, other faculty ar-
gued that faculty hiring policies should take seriously a commitment to Ana-
baptist-Mennonite theological values, and that the college’s theological core 
should be strengthened even while broadening its base. A Personnel Selection 
Policies Committee convened in 1987 proposed that at least 55 percent (but 
preferably as many as 75 percent) of the faculty, administration, and staff be 
members of a Mennonite Brethren Church, and that a minimum of 75 percent 
of them (regardless of denominational affiliation) agree with the Mennonite 
Brethren theological orientation. Henning argued strongly against such quo-
tas, preferring a policy to “identify, cultivate and recruit potential candidates 
with this background and . . . give them preference over other candidates” 
if other qualifications are comparable.  The final hiring guidelines policy, ap-
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proved by the Board of Trustees in 1988, acknowledged that the Anabaptist and 
Believers Church movements provides the college with a “distinctive theologi-
cal framework for teaching, learning, and living.” Given that framework, the 
policy stated that all faculty, administration, and full-time staff must support 
the Fresno Pacific Idea, and that approximately 75 percent of them shall be in 
agreement with the Anabaptist/Believers Church theological orientation. The 
specific quotas for Mennonite Brethren Church members were eliminated from 
this statement, but it did still state that “a majority” of the faculty, administra-
tion, and staff be members of the Mennonite Brethren Church.126 Whether this 
policy was ever truly implemented is unclear, since the percentage of Menno-
nite Brethren personnel soon dropped to well before the majority called for in 
the 1988 document.

Another aspect of defining the changing institutional identity was the 1995 
revision of the “Fresno Pacific College Idea,” the second such process since 
1966. The 1995 revision, while not drastically different than the second itera-
tion of 1982, did contain some significant changes. The first section (“Fresno 
Pacific College is a Christian College”) restored language explicitly linking 
FPC to the Anabaptist-Mennonite tradition, which had been entirely removed 
from the 1982 version. The section on the “Liberal Arts College” was removed 
from the 1995 version, though language affirming the liberal arts tradition re-
mained in the introduction. Perhaps most significant was the return of a section 
on FPC as “prophetic.” All such language had been removed from the 1982 
version, but now was restored and even expanded beyond what had appeared 
in the original 1966 Idea. This change also appears to have been motivated by 
a desire to more clearly identify the college with the Anabaptist-Mennonite 
tradition that has often practiced a “critique of contemporary culture and prac-
tice.” Completely new to the 1995 edition was language relating to cultural and 
ethnic diversity, a reflection of the reality that the college was by now far more 
pluralistic than it had been in 1966 or even 1982. Finally, the concluding para-
graphs restored language about the college being “imaginative, experimental 
and innovative,” ideas present in 1966 that had been removed in 1982.127  The 
1995 revision still remains the current version of the “Idea” in 2019.

In 1997 Fresno Pacific changed its name for the third time when it became 
“Fresno Pacific University.” The new name was an acknowledgment that Fres-
no Pacific had evolved into a much more complex and multi-faceted organiza-
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tion than had once been true. No longer was traditional undergraduate educa-
tion the sole or even primary function of the institution. By the fall of 1997, just 
after the name was changed, traditional undergraduate enrollment made up less 
than half (47 percent) of the total student enrollment for the first time in FPU’s 
history. Graduate programs, begun in the field of education in the mid-1970s, 
were expanding into other disciplines. In 1994 the college had introduced an 
Individualized Master of Arts Program, which allowed students to create a spe-
cialized program “in areas where the college has significant strengths but does 
not offer a formal program.”128 In the following year, graduate programs were 
introduced in administrative leadership and conflict management & peacemak-
ing. The professional development programs, meanwhile, had been offering 
continuing education units to professionals in a variety of fields for almost thir-
ty years. More recently the university had been working to expand its degree 
completion programs, which had grown from an initial group of 58 students in 
1991 to 159 by 1996.

Richard Kriegbaum resigned as president in 1997, after presiding over 
twelve years of remarkable changes at FPU. His departure also marked the end 
of a long period of presidential stability, in which only three presidents (Arthur 
Wiebe, Edmund Janzen, and Richard Kriegbaum) had occupied the office of 
the president during a period of thirty-six years. Kriegbaum’s successor was 
Allen Carden, who had most recently been president of Spring Arbor College 
in Michigan – the same college from which FPC had purchased its model for 
the Center for Degree Completion. Unlike his three predecessors, Carden’s ten-
ure would be relatively short. He served as president only slightly less than 
three years. Carden’s presidency faced difficulties with regard to financial sta-
bility (some of which predated his administration) and institutional support for 
him. Despite these issues, however, Carden would return to FPU several years 
later as the director of the Liberal Studies degree completion program.

Carden’s departure in 2000 required the board to seek a new presidency far 
sooner than it had anticipated. In that situation, the university turned to Har-
old Haak, former president of California State University, Fresno. Haak was 
appointed for a two-year term, during which the university would have more 
time to explore directions for leadership in the longer-term future.129 Haak’s 
steady leadership was of great value to the university during a time of difficult 
transition. Following the completion of Haak’s two-year term, the university 
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announced the appointment of D. Merrill Ewert in June 2002. Ewert came 
to FPU from Cornell University, where he had been an associate dean of the 
Cornell Cooperative Extension. He also was the first (and as of 2019 the only) 
FPU president since Edmund Janzen to have been a member of the Mennonite 
Brethren Church before his appointment as president.130

Ewert’s president (2002-2012) was marked by another era of institutional 
expansion and structural changes. One of the most significant areas of growth 
was in the degree completion program, especially in areas beyond Fresno. This 
led FPU to create a series of “regional centers” (later known as “regional cam-
puses”) in various parts of the Central Valley. While degree completion classes 
had been offered in various cities since 1992, those classes met in rented spaces 
that were not clearly identified as being part of FPU. The first leased spaces 
clearly branded as FPU “regional centers” would be established in Visalia 
(2003) and Bakersfield (2004). Another center opened in the River Park area 
of north Fresno in 2005, and Merced in 2011. From its original single program 
in organizational leadership, degree completion had also expanded by 2009 
to include programs in Christian ministries and leadership, liberal arts, busi-
ness management, early childhood development, criminology, and an R.N. to 

The Visalia Campus on Plaza Drive, one of four regional campuses developed since 2003.
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B.S.N. nursing program.131 The regional campuses and expanded program of-
ferings made possible dramatic growth in the degree completion program. In 
2004 there were only about 160 students in that program, but in less than a 
decade degree completion enrollment would exceed 1,100 students. Indeed, 
the number of degree completion students exceeded that of traditional under-
graduate students for the first time in 2009.

While it had called itself a “university” since 1997, FPU’s academic struc-
ture in the early twenty-first century was still modeled on its old college iden-
tity. That structure included three parts: the undergraduate college, the gradu-
ate school, and the school for professional studies (which oversaw the degree 
completion program). But such a structure was very much out of step with the 
way in which most universities structured their academic programs. Soon after 
accepting the presidency in 2003, Merrill Ewert initiated a process to bring the 
university’s structure more into line with the rest of academia, based on areas 
of study rather than student population. In September 2003 he convened a task 
force to study the issue and bring a recommendation. The faculty then took up 
the process by creating and naming the new schools. That process resulted in 
four new schools: business; education; natural sciences; and humanities, reli-
gion, and social sciences. Those school would now oversee instruction in their 
own areas of study regardless of the student population being served.132

The university expanded its educational programs into yet another realm in 
2008, when the first fully online master’s degrees programs began. While some 
online instruction had already been a part of “blended” courses before this 
time, these new programs were the first to deliver all instruction online and 
therefore available to students anywhere in the world. The School of Education 
introduced online programs in curriculum and teaching as well as school li-
brary and information technology. The School of Natural Sciences, meanwhile, 
introduced an online program in kinesiology.133 In response to the unique chal-
lenges of delivering educational programs in an online environment, FPU cre-
ated the Center for Online Learning “to support the use of technology for teach-
ing and learning” in 2010. The new center was funded through a grant from the 
AIMS Education Foundation.134

In 2010 the Mennonite Brethren Biblical Seminary once again became part 
of Fresno Pacific University. From 1956 until 1960 the seminary and Pacif-
ic Bible Institute had been parts of the same institution. But as PBI evolved 
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into Pacific College, it seemed more appropriate to unlink the two institutions 
from each other. Indeed, Arthur Wiebe had made such a separation one of the 
stipulations of his becoming the college president. Seminary faculty continued 
to teach some college courses during the early 1960s, but this arrangement 
came to an end as soon as the college could appoint new faculty members in 
those subject areas. The seminary and college occupied adjacent campuses but 
were administratively separate from each other. The only significant linkage 
between the two was that they jointly operated the library. The seminary also 
had a much broader geographic reach, since it was the only seminary serving 
the entire North American Mennonite Brethren Church. While that status was 
informal at first, it became official in 1975 when the Canadian Conference ac-
cepted MBBS as its official seminary. Fresno Pacific, meanwhile, had been af-
filiated only with the Pacific District Conference since 1979, when the unified 
system of higher education had ended.

But by 2008 the board and administration of the seminary had concluded that 
it no longer was financially viable as a free-standing institution.  The seminary 
board created a Task Force on the Future of MBBS to draft a proposal on how 
the seminary might move forward under those circumstances. The two best 
options for a partnership appeared to be either Fuller Theological Seminary or 
FPU. The task force initially preferred Fuller, since it was assumed that Fuller 
had greater capacity and more resources for such an affiliation than did FPU. 
President Ewert agreed with this assessment and did not actively pursue or 
encourage an affiliation between MBBS and FPU. While negotiations between 
MBBS and Fuller seemed to be moving forward well, the Fuller faculty ob-
jected to the arrangement and so Fuller withdrew from the negotiations late in 
2009. At the point the seminary came back to Ewert in December 2009 to ask 
if FPU might be open to an affiliation. Despite concerns that FPU might not be 
able to absorb a seminary that was in such a weak financial position, the univer-
sity board agreed to the proposal and on June 1, 2010, the seminary officially 
became part of the university.135 Its name was later changed to Fresno Pacific 
Biblical Seminary to more clearly identify the new linkage.

While the seminary found itself pulled into the university’s orbit largely due 
to financial difficulties, the university also was not immune to such challeng-
es during this era. Fund-raising remained difficult. The Mennonite Brethren 
donors who had consistently supported the university over the years formed 
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a very small group of people, and the university struggled to find new large 
donors outside that denominational pool. The Central Valley is an impover-
ished region, with relatively few of the very large potential donors that pri-
vate universities need for their survival. Lacking large donors or a significant 
endowment, FPU has functioned as a “tuition-driven” institution. The rising 
enrollments of recent years had certainly benefitted the university, but students 
represent costs as well as income. More students require more facilities, in-
structors, support staff, and other services. Many of these students, further-
more, lack the financial resources to pay full tuition at a private university, and 
so FPU’s tuition discount through financial aid has been higher than at many 
other comparable universities. As a result, FPU has faced a continual struggle 
to maintain its financial health even while enrollment indicators have generally 
moved in a positive direction. 

During the years of Merrill Ewert’s presidency, the university also continued 
to struggle with questions relating to the role of faculty in administrative deci-
sion-making. The growing complexity of the university certainly played a part 
in this dynamic. Since the 1960s, a spirit of egalitarianism and consensus-based 
decision-making had been a hallmark of Fresno Pacific – at least in perception 
even when not in reality. When the college had only a handful of administrators 
and the entire faculty could gather in one medium-sized room, the perception 
of group-based decision-making accessible to almost everyone was fairly easy 
to maintain. As the university grew and added new programs, this perception 
changed. A larger administration and support staff increasingly assumed roles 
that faculty had formerly played. 

 As early as the 1980s, many faculty members had come to feel that they no 
longer had a voice in shaping administrative policy, even when those policies 
directly concerned academic programs. This problem had become even more 
pronounced in the twenty-first century and had become the source of signifi-
cant tension. The external accreditation team that visited the campus in 2008 
apparently agreed with this concern, since it encouraged the university to cre-
ate a system of “clearly demarcated faculty governance, particularly structures 
that allow the faculty institutionalized opportunities for independent discourse 
without administrative presence or oversight.”136 One of the most significant 
ways that this issue was addressed was the creation of a Faculty Senate in 2011. 
Before that time the faculty had met as the “Faculty Session,” a body consist-
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ing of all teaching faculty, librarians, and “administrative faculty” members. 
This last group encompassed all administrators, and some teaching faculty per-
ceived that it was administrators who therefore largely dictated the agenda and 
decision-making of the Faculty Session. In May 2008 a Study Group on Gov-
ernance began a process of reviewing the effectiveness of Faculty Session and 
studying alternatives to that system. In March 2009 the faculty voted  to create 
a Faculty Senate. After an almost two-year process, the faculty approved the 
structure for this new Faculty Senate. This group would include all appointed 
faculty whose primary assignment was at least 50 percent credit-bearing in-
struction, limited term faculty teaching at least twelve units, and professional 
librarians. Administrators would be invited to attend open sessions of the Sen-
ate for purpose of bringing proposals and hearing reports but would be exclud-
ed from the actual decision-making process of that body. The Board of Trustees 
approved this proposal in February 2011.137

At the same meeting the board also approved a new system of rank and ad-
vancement for faculty. A formal system of faculty rank had faded away during 
the 1970s, and no such designations had appeared in the catalogs since 1979. 
Under this system, faculty had no formal means of promotion or recognition 
of professional merit. In 2010 Provost Herma Williams initiated a process to 
review the university’s faculty salary scale and unranked system. The univer-
sity hired a consultant to help study these policies, which eventually resulted in 
the creation of a system of rank for faculty and a revised faculty salary scale.138 

In addition to changing programs and structures, one of the most significant 
ongoing transformations at FPU during this era was in student demographics. 
As had already been true for many years, the percentage of Mennonite Brethren 
students continued to decline. The undergraduate percentage for Mennonite 
Brethren students already had dropped below 50 percent for the first time in 
1969 and continued to drop almost every year after that. In 1981 Mennonite 
Brethren undergraduate students permanently dropped below one-third of the 
total student body, below 20 percent in 1992, and represented less than 10 per-
cent of the total in 2010. The remainder of the student body came from various 
other denominations and religions (or none at all), but perhaps the most signifi-
cant upward change was seen in the enrollment of Roman Catholic students. 
Catholics had made up less than 3 percent of the total student body in 1969, but 
by 1992 exceeded 10 percent of the undergraduate enrollment for the first time. 
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In 2004 the number of traditional undergraduate Roman Catholic students 
(178) exceeded that of Mennonite Brethren students (171) for the first time. 

The increase of Roman Catholic students was tied, in part, to a correspond-
ing increase in Latino and Hispanic students. During the first several decades 
of its existence, the college’s student body was overwhelmingly white.  In 1966 
only about 5 percent of student body was classified as racial minority, with 
only about 2 percent Hispanic or Latino. The percentage of Hispanic/Latino 
students began to slowly rise in the following years. By 1981 the undergradu-
ate percentage had reached 13 percent, and rose to 21 percent by 2000, 31 
percent by 2009, 42 percent in 2013, and 49 percent in 2017. The percentage of 
Hispanic/Latino students was even higher in the degree completion programs: 
44 percent in 2009 and 58 percent in 2017. Percentages were somewhat low-
er in graduate programs, but also rising significantly over time: 15 percent in 
2000, 30 percent in 2013, and 39 percent in 2017. By 2017 the Hispanic/Latino 
population for the entire university was 49 percent. FPU has been designated a 
Hispanic Serving Institution by the federal government since the early 2010s. 
The percentage of African-American and Asian students has not risen in a man-
ner corresponding to Hispanic and Latino students. The percentage for both of 
these groups has been somewhere around 5 percent for each group in recent 
years. In 2017 the percentage of racial minority students exceeded 60 percent 
of the total for the first time.

Merrill Ewert resigned as president in 2012. His successor was Pete Menjar-
es, formerly a faculty member and administrator at Biola University.  Menjares 
also was well-known as a speaker and consultant on intercultural competen-
cies, having worked with many colleges and universities across the nation in 
that area. He was, furthermore, the first Latino to serve as FPU’s president. 
He brought a warm, pastoral presence to his role as president, and was well-
received by students, local churches, and in the larger community.  But Men-
jares’s tenure as president was brief, and he resigned in September 2014 after 
only about two years in office. 

Since the resignation came suddenly, the board had little time to find a suc-
cessor. They turned to a familiar figure, calling Richard Kriegbaum to serve 
a second term as FPU’s president. Like many of its former presidents, Krieg-
baum had remained closely connected to FPU after 1997. In 2011 he had come 
back to the university as interim dean in the School of Business. Returning to 
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the presidency in 2014, Kriegbaum was part of a “shared leadership” model 
together with Provost/Senior Vice President Stephen Varvis. In this model, 
Kriegbaum assumed responsibility for external functions, while Varvis over-
saw internal operations. Varvis also brought a long history at FPU into this 
new position. He came to FPC in 1985 as the college’s business manager. In 
the following years he held many positions, including history professor, un-
dergraduate dean, director of business and civic relations, and vice president 
for enrollment management.139 After about a three-year term, Kriegbaum was 
able to return to retirement in 2017 when Joseph Jones was appointed as FPU’s 
twelfth president in 2017.

The story of Fresno Pacific University in its first seventy-five years has been 
one of massive transformations. What began (and almost ended) as a tiny Bible 
institute would eventually become a liberal arts college and eventually a uni-
versity with multiple campuses and a diverse curriculum. A school that began 
with the narrow focus of training Mennonite Brethren young people for lay 
leadership in their local churches now gives a religiously-diverse student body 
the tools for leadership and service in a wide variety of professional contexts. 
Once a campus populated entirely by white people, FPU today is one of the 
most racially-diverse Christian universities in the nation. 

The FPU story has also been one of somehow beating the almost overwhelm-
ing odds against its success. FPU is affiliated with a tiny denomination that 
always seemed determined to operate too many colleges. It is located in one 
of the most impoverished regions of the United States, providing little access 
to major donors, students who can afford to pay private university tuitions, or 
even a strong tradition of attending college. It has faced multiple financial and 
leadership crises over the decades that could have closed the institution. More 
than one consultant in its past has said that closing would have been the wisest 
strategy. 

And yet despite those long odds, Fresno Pacific University has not only sur-
vived but even thrived. Countless people throughout the university’s history 
have been willing to work very hard and creatively, sometimes without adequate 
resources, to initiate new programs and make existing programs work well. It 
has found ways to exercise frugality and create quality educational programs 
without many of the accoutrements that some universities take for granted. The 
university also has been able to strike a balance between sometimes competing 
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visions for its programs and identity. It has found ways to emphasize the liberal 
arts, for example, even while developing strong professional programs. While 
this balancing act has seldom been entirely satisfactory to all interests, it has 
strengthened the university to an extent probably not possible if it had commit-
ted itself to only one of those paths. The university, furthermore, has woven to-
gether the theological strands of Anabaptism, Evangelicalism, and Ecumenism 
to create a dynamic and even unique educational environment . Focusing solely 
on any one of those strands would probably have limited FPU’s viability but 
finding a way to honor each of them has been a source of strength. And while 
such a combination has often created tensions and debate, out of that tension 
has come a dynamic quality that has served the university well. Fresno Pacific 
University has charted a creative path through seventy-years of often difficult 
circumstances, and it stands prepared to continue exercising that creativity in 
the years to come.
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