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 As I’ve been digging into our archives in preparation for our 50th Anniversary, 
precisely a year from now, I’ve been surprised to discover just how much our beginnings 
are wrapped up in the beginnings of Spring Hill as a community.  All the histories of our 
church that have been written so far have not marked that fact at all, which is surely 
something that needs to be corrected.  So let me tell you exactly how it happened. 
 Prior to 1967, there was no Spring Hill at all.  Just acres and acres of live oaks, tall 
pines, lakes, and abundant wild life.  It was a hunters’ paradise. 

So what happened to change all that?  The Mackle brothers came along in 
November of 1966 and bought up 22,000 acres of that land, with plans to make this area 
the next in their efforts to establish planned communities all across Florida. 
 Who were the Mackle brothers?  Elliott, Robert and Frank, Jr. were the three sons 
of Frank E. Mackle, Sr., who had himself been a pioneer Florida home builder.  The three 
boys took what their father had taught them and ramped it up several notches by buying 
huge plots of undeveloped land and then drawing up a master plan for a community that 
would designate everything that a community would need to be a viable city – and THEN 
begin building roads and models and sales offices. 
 They formed the Deltona Corporation in 1962 to do precisely that with the planned 
community of Deltona, over between Orlando and Daytona.  They did it again in 1965 with 
the planned community of Marco Island, down by Naples. 

Spring Hill would be their third major effort.  Plans were to develop 15- of the 
22,000 acres purchased, creating 28,500 lots for homes, two 18-hole golf courses, 500 
acres of shopping and business, designated sites for 7 schools, 23 churches, a hospital, 
28 parks and 185 acres for future industrial development.  The planned community would 
provide for an eventual population of 50-60,000 people in 20 years, they said at the time. 

Building began in January 1967.  Spring Hill Drive was the first thing carved out of 
the sand – all the way from US 19 to US 41.  Home development would start at the 
western end and move east.  So a distinctive sign with a waterfall and pool was placed at 
US 19 and Spring Hill Drive and a sales office was erected on a crescent drive nearby. 

In just four months, there were 15 model homes built, and a Community Center 
erected on Hunters Lake.  Sunday, April 30, 1967 was opening day for the new 
community of Spring Hill, preceded by the biggest media and advertising blitz you can 
ever imagine.  The result was an opening day crowd of more than 15,000 people, 
complete with a ribbon cutting by the three Mackle brothers out by the waterfall and pool.  



2 

The advertising paid off in sales too.  Nearly $1 million in the first two weeks – more than 
$7 million by early October. 

All that hubbub, which was well reported in the St. Petersburg Times and the 
Tampa Tribune, could not escape the attention of some key Lutherans in the Tampa area 
– the president of the Florida Synod of the Lutheran Church in America (LCA), the Rev. 
Royall Yount;  the Regional Secretary for the Board of American Missions of the LCA, the 
Rev. W. Baxter Weant, who was in the same office as President Yount;  and closer at 
hand, the Rev. Dwight H. Shelhart, a recently retired mission developer living in Dunedin. 

Even retired, Pastor Shelhart had a keen eye for scouting out potential locations for 
new Lutheran congregations as he had done for his whole 40-year career.  And so he 
made it his business to hop in the car and drive up US 19 to see for himself what was 
going on in Spring Hill that summer. 

There wasn’t much to see yet.  Just lots of building.  Pastor Shelhart reports as 
much in a letter dated August 2, 1967 to LCA’s Missions Board in Chicago. 

“So far there are very few homes in the area of the Spring Hill development,” he 
writes, adding that “growth large enough for a Lutheran congregation may be a long time 
in coming.” 

Now I need to stop here and explain Pastor Shelhart’s last statement.  You see, 
starting a new mission – both then and now – has happened when PEOPLE start showing 
interest in forming a congregation in a place that, well, has PEOPLE already living there.  
And after those interested folks have demonstrated their dedication and their ability to 
meet and grow and raise funds, the national church will loan them money to find land and 
build a church.  New starts start with PEOPLE. 

At Spring Hill in early August 1967, there weren’t any people yet – just lots of 
construction and lots of promise.  So it isn’t surprising to read that Pastor Shelhart figured 
it would be a while before they would be talking about a church there. 

However, several things that month caught the eyes of the whole Mission Board 
team, in Chicago and in Florida.  First was a sales brochure that Pastor Shelhart picked 
up that had a detailed map of a “Master Plan” for the development of the Spring Hill 
Community.  That map laid out precisely where all the designated sites were going to be – 
homes, churches, schools, shopping, parks – and it indicated the direction of the building 
– from the Hunters Lake area north and eastward. 

Added to that was the documented experience and knowledge of what had 
happened the last two times the Mackle brothers opened planned communities – they 
took off.  And the assessment about Spring Hill was that it was going to BOOM! 

So by mid-August, Spring Hill was on the docket for formal discussion at a fall 
gathering of the Mission Board for developing what they called an “anticipatory site.” 

By November, Pastor Shelhart was back in Spring Hill talking with the project 
manager again, who told him that 100 homes had been sold and 11 families had moved 
in.  And “when the project gets moving at full speed, they expect to erect 100 houses per 
month” and have “a population of 5,000 within four years.”  The BOOM was starting. 

Pastor Shelhart also found out that the 23 sites that had been designated as church 
sites were all about five acres each and that these would “be donated to any congregation 
or denomination that is ready to build a church … on a first come basis.”  That synched it.  
All efforts of the Missions Board focused on developing a new church site in Spring Hill. 
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Over the winter of ‘67-‘68, communications between the LCA and Deltona were 
formalized.  In early April -- before Spring Hill is even a year old -- a representative of the 
Missions Board was down in Miami at Deltona’s headquarters getting our present property 
reserved for a future Lutheran church.  And he made sure that the spot he picked was the 
best, most advantageous spot o fall:  right on Spring Hill Drive, not far off US 19, where 
the traffic was always going to be the highest, where the vantage point in the community 
would always be prime.  We were the first denomination to make the request for church 
land, and Deltona was happy to reserve it for us.   

The stipulation was that the LCA had to have construction plans for the new church 
within six months.  So an order for a “Church Building Program” was immediately drawn 
up on April 17, 1968 for a 4,000 sq. ft. building.  In May, an architect in Clearwater was 
chosen to begin drawings, and a land survey was ordered. 

Now take note.  All of this is in motion, and not one person in Spring Hill had been 
talked to yet about joining a new Lutheran church.  In fact, a mission developer had not 
even been chosen to begin ringing door bells to invite people to start a church.   

It was another six months before retired Pastor Dwight Shelhart was officially asked 
to be the part-time mission developer in late October of 1968.  A month later, he began 
door knocking and gathering the names of people who might be interested in forming a 
Lutheran church.  At that point, there were about 400 homes that were occupied, but there 
were another 325 under construction, and more coming. 

When an “interest” meeting was held on January 19, 1969 at the Community 
Center up by Hunters Lake, Pastor Shelhart was able to tell these folks at their very first 
meeting that:  1. they had five acres of land for a church,  2. they had an architect working 
for them in Clearwater,  3. they had plans for a building in the works,  and 4. they could 
probably expect construction to begin within 6 months.   

That’s how Holy Cross Lutheran Church got started.   
A new church had never been started that way before!  And why had it happened 

that way?  Why was it that all these things were in motion and already done by the 
national church long before the first worshipers gathered?   

Because there was POTENTIAL.  There was HUGE POTENTIAL for a Lutheran 
Church here.  And it was worth investing in that potential. 

It was the same for the Mackles when they first looked at all this undeveloped area 
of Hernando in the mid-1960s.  There was POTENTIAL – huge potential – because of the 
lay of the land, and because of its close proximity to Tampa and St. Petersburg.  And it 
was worth investing in that potential. 

The Lutherans saw the potential too.  And so the Lutheran Church in America put 
up the money to make sure that the potential for a Lutheran church in Spring Hill would be 
realized.  They paid to fly somebody to Miami to reserve the land.  They paid for the 
architect and the surveyors.  They paid for all the “experts” to study the area beforehand.  
They paid for the mission pastor to canvas the homes, gather the people and begin 
worship services.  They paid for the construction of the church building, and they paid for 
a church parsonage for a permanent pastor as well.  They paid for all this with funds 
provided by the generous offerings of faithful people like yourselves from all across the 
whole Lutheran Church.  Just so there would be a Lutheran church in Spring Hill.  That’s 
part of what offerings do – they help to start new churches. 

And it was all about potential.  And a willingness to invest in it. 
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It’s still about potential.  And it’s still about a willingness to invest in it. 
Holy Cross Lutheran Church STILL has potential.  Our location is STILL the best 

location in Spring Hill, where the traffic is the busiest, where the vantage point is prime, 
and where our building as we have received it from our hard-working, dedicated forebears 
is still the best resource a church could ever have for doing ministry. 

And our potential is precisely what it was in the late ‘60s as the first Lutherans 
gathered for worship on February 2, 1969.  Armed with the Spirit of God in our midst, and 
dedicated to God’s calling and God’s service, we STILL have potential for a future that is 
exciting and fulfilling as it stands before us.  Are we just as willing as our forebears to 
invest in it? 

Our opening Prayer of the Day captured it perfectly when we prayed it thus:  
“Almighty and most merciful God, your bountiful goodness fills all creation.”  Amen!  Yes, it 
does.  We see it all around us.  We see it in this fascinating story about the start of our 
community and the start of our church.  God’s bountiful goodness fills it all. 

“Keep us safe,” we prayed, that, “we may with grateful hearts accomplish all that 
you would have us do.”  With grateful hearts.  All that God would have us do. 

You see?  It’s still about potential.  But not just any potential.  Potential IN THE 
LORD.  Our potential – for the future, for our capital campaign, for celebrating 50 years – 
our potential is and always has been IN THE LORD.  And OUR investment, when we 
make it, is also IN THE LORD. 

May God always guide us as he clearly guided the formation of our church in such 
surprising and unexpected ways.  And may God indeed fill us “with grateful hearts” to 
accomplish our potential – IN THE LORD. 
 


