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 “Lord, increase our faith!” 
 How many times have you prayed that one, I wonder?  It’s what the disciples asked 
of their teacher Jesus in our gospel for today.  It’s surely what we ask of Jesus in our own 
prayers when life gets just a little too rough, and we aren’t so sure that we can handle it, 
isn’t it? 
 There’s a story about faith that I want to tell you today that comes out of our church 
history.  It comes from 1969, the year in which services under the name of Holy Cross 
Lutheran Church began.  This church building was not yet here, although construction had 
begun in July. 
 Spring Hill was only two years old at that point.  There were only about 600 
residents, but houses were being built all over the place, and people were moving into the 
community on a regular basis.  This was a booming place, and people wanted to be in on 
the development of this planned community. 
 That summer of 1969, two families moved into the area, just blocks from our 
present location.  William Evans and his wife Joyce moved from Pennsylvania into a 
house on Talbot Circle with their 7-year-old son Brian and their 4-year-old daughter 
Wendy.  They were part of a new wave of young families coming into Spring Hill.  William 
immediately started the Spring Hill Lawn Care Service, and he had high hopes that it 
would really take off in this budding new community. 
 Not many blocks away, the Cecil Corlett family moved from Hawaii into a new 
home on Newhope Rd.  Cecil was a retired US Army Colonel, and he and Ruth were a 
little older, both born in the mid-1920s.  But they had a young son who turned 18 just a 
couple months after they moved in.  As soon as they got settled that summer, young 
James, the 18-year-old, went straight out and got a job at the brand new Spring Hill Golf 
and Country Club that had just opened up in June. 

For their part, the Evans family started attending Holy Cross services at the 
Community Center every Sunday evening at 7:30, where they met Pastor Frederick Haer 
and his wife Mary, who had also just moved into the community that summer as Holy 
Cross’ first called pastor. 
 Life was good for these new Spring Hill families.  In fact, it was so good, that 
William Evans went out in September and got himself a second hand, fiberglass boat – a 
15-footer, with a 40-horsepower outboard motor.  It was called the “Fruit Loop,” which sure 
sounded fun.  And fun was what he had in mind.  He was still something of a novice at 
handling a boat, but he could learn.  And so for three weekends in a row, he took that boat 
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out into the Gulf of Mexico with his wife to fish and enjoy the best of what Florida had to 
offer. 
 Somewhere along the way, young James Corlett met and befriended William 
Evans.  And he no doubt heard all about William’s new boat and his fishing trips out into 
the Gulf of Mexico during September.  Well, you can just imagine that it didn’t take long 
before young James was asking William to take him out on one of his fishing trips.  James 
had never been out into the Gulf before, and he thought this would be a great fun. 

William was game.  So they cleared it with James’ family, packed up the gear and 
some ice, fruit and crackers, and they set out together, along with William’s 7-year-old son 
Brian, on Sunday, Oct. 5 for a day of sun and fishing on the Gulf of Mexico.  They left 
early in the morning to beat the heat, and told their families they would be home by early 
afternoon. 

Only they didn’t get back in the early afternoon.  Nor in the late afternoon.  By 6 
o’clock, Joyce Evans was becoming anxious.  At 7 p.m., she drove to the Hudson Marina 
where William kept his boat to see if they were back there.  They weren’t.  So she 
reported them missing. 

The owner of the marina began asking other boaters as they came in if they had 
seen the Evans boat.  Two shrimp boats, coming in around dark, said they had spotted 
the boat and the passengers about four miles offshore, but there did not seem to be any 
distress signal displayed.  Trouble was, the Evans boat had a horn, but no lights, and 
darkness was falling fast. 

The marina owner made two trips out into the Gulf late Sunday night and again 
Monday morning, but saw no sign of the Evans boat.  Searchers fought rough seas all day 
Monday.  Even Col. Corlett, James’ father, went out aboard a Florida Conservation 
Department boat.  The U.S. Coast Guard at St. Petersburg dispatched a helicopter and a 
plane in the search, going out as far as 70 miles offshore.  But to no avail. 

On Tuesday, Oct. 7, a sponge boat crew from Tarpon Springs found the “Fruit 
Loop” sunk in about 15 feet of water about 12 miles offshore.  Physical remains of the 
boat indicated that it had overturned somehow, likely in rough seas.  Unfortunately there 
was no sign of the three passengers. 

The search continued all week without results, until the Coast Guard announced on 
Friday that they were ending their search.  Gone, lost at sea, were William Evans, 32, his 
son Brian, 7, and his neighbor James Corlett, age 18. 

 
Can you imagine what those families had been feeling all of that horrible week?   
“Lord, increase our faith!”  Yes, and help us just to put one foot in front of another!  

That’s what our prayer is in the face of hardship and tragedy, sometimes. 
Since the Evans family had been attending Holy Cross, Pastor Haer connected with 

Joyce right away.  His mission reports for the month indicated that he spent some 30 
hours with Joyce and with the Corlett family, even though the Corletts were Episcopalian 
by background and had no church connection. 

That pastoral care offered by this church was the answer to their prayer, “Lord, 
increase our faith.”  That pastoral care helped those folks to keep walking, to keep putting 
one foot before the other. 

That same care brought some sense of closure to that long and fruitless search, 
with a Committal Service on the beach and a community Memorial Service led by Pastor 
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Haer and an Episcopal priest from Brooksville, who Pastor Haer had graciously sought out 
on behalf of the Corlett family.  It was the first Memorial Service in Holy Cross’ history.  It 
was the first listing on the “Funerals” page of our Parochial Register. 

The curious thing is that the Evans and the Corletts were not the only ones praying 
for strength and faith that fall of 1969.  Pastor Haer himself admits to praying such in his 
reports to the LCA’s Board of American Missions in Chicago.  Although the congregation 
was now 9 months old and was showing limited signs of growth, their 7:30 p.m. service 
time on Sundays was not exactly a winning time to bring people out.  And yet it was the 
only time available in the Community Center, with other churches having the morning 
hours.  And the Community Center, known as the Lake House today, was the only place 
in Spring Hill to have worship until our church was built.  It was frustrating for the first 
pastor, Dr. Dwight Shelhart, and it was frustrating for this new pastor who had just arrived 
in July. 

Pastor Haer reflects this in writing in his October report to Chicago, “Is [the Mission] 
Board’s capital investment … at Spring Hill justified?  I have asked myself the question, 
especially in my weaker moments.  [But] During the month, I received this word from a 30-
year-old widow of William Evans,  ‘Thank you for your kindness when I needed it most.’  
The same day Mr. Cecil Corlett, father of James Corlett – age eighteen – rang my door 
bell and handed me a check for $100 to Holy Cross Congregation ‘in memory of our son 
James Corlett.’ … Now I thank God Holy Cross Congregation was here to meet the 
community’s most tragic need.” 

“Lord, increase our faith!”  And he does.  God does it.  We pray it, in the darkest of 
hours.  And God hears that prayer and answers that prayer. 

There is a visual reminder in our church of that fact – and of that story.  When this 
church was first built and occupied in May of 1970, there was nothing at all on that wall 
behind the altar.  Just the façade of small tan stones. 

One of our members, by the name of Edward Evers, took a cedar tree that had 
fallen in another tragedy – Hurricane Gladys in the fall of 1968.  He took that fallen tree, 
and he formed it into that 7-foot cross up there.   

Because of the work that Pastor Haer had done with Corlett family, they had not 
only made the gift of $100, but they had also asked for a memorial for their son James to 
go into the new church when it opened in 1970.  And they had specifically asked that this 
memorial be in the form of a cross.  The cross of faith.  The cross of prayers and faith.  
They were present right here in this church on Aug 16, 1970 when that cross was 
dedicated. 

The cross is surely the object and representation of faith – for us as it was for the 
Evans and Corlett families all those years ago.  But now I hope you remember when you 
look on THAT cross that you will find it the refuge and the answer to YOUR prayer every 
time you pray it:  “Lord, increase our faith.”  That cross stands as a sign that he did – God 
did – for those families.  And he will – God will – for you. 
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