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 With the passing of our former Pastor of 23 years, the Rev. William Johnson, I had 
occasion this past week to get deeper into our church history than I had previously done 
before in order to better acquaint myself with his long ministry and be able to speak to that 
at his funeral last Thursday.   It’s been another 23 years since Pastor Johnson retired from 
here, so the vast majority of us don’t know about that period of our own history, nor of our 
beginnings, for that matter.  And yet that history is rich and interesting, and, to me, 
inspiring.  Let me tell you the story. 
 In December of 1968, a pastor from the Board of Missions of the Lutheran Church 
in America surveyed Spring Hill and determined that it might be a good place to plant a 
church.  Spring Hill was less than 4,000 population at the time and didn’t even show up on 
most maps.  There was “one drug store, one Winn Dixie, a Seven-Eleven Convenient 
Store, no school, a small hardware store, one service station, no doctor, no hospital, [and] 
few paved streets,” said Pastor Johnson years later. 
 Nonetheless, there was potential for growth in this area, so that pastor from the 
Board of Mission called together an “interest meeting on January 19, 1969, and they 
chose the name Holy Cross for this new congregation.  The first worship service was held 
two weeks later, and by mid-February the deed for our present location was given to the 
fledgling group by the Deltona Corporation.  In July ground was broken for the first unit, 
which you are sitting in.  Sixty people attended the ground-breaking.  A year later, the 
church was dedicated, and then the congregation organized on October 11, 1970 with a 
roster of 135 members.  At the same meeting they called their first pastor, the Rev. 
Frederick Haer, an older man who would retire a year-and-a-half later. 
 Let me tell you a little more about the building situation.  This room you are sitting in 
now was built as a multi-purpose room to be used for worship, fellowship, education and 
meetings.  It had four corner rooms in each of the four corners of the building, two in back 
and two on either side of the altar.  One room was an efficiency kitchen.  All four rooms 
were used as classrooms.  The floor was tile and for flexibility it had folding chairs.  The 
present altar was there, but it was against a very blank stone wall with only a simple 
wooden cross above the altar – the same one that is now on the stained glass. 
 Outside the nave doors was an open-air courtyard with a six-sided walkway and 
portico surrounding that 33-ft cross that’s now out front.  On the other side of the cross 
and courtyard was a small building that had two offices and two bathrooms.  That was it. 
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 The first pastor came January 1, 1971, built the membership to 171 and retired the 
end of June 1972.  Pastor William Johnson came at Thanksgiving of 1972, and the 
congregation had to borrow money in order to move him and his family from North 
Carolina.  New congregations always struggle because of the debt associated with their 
first building. 
 Pastor Johnson wrote years later that those early years were not only difficult 
because of that, but because “interest rates were high, there was a shortage of gasoline, 
and the economy in general did not encourage building or relocating.”  So the community 
wasn’t initially growing very fast.  Nonetheless, by the late 1970s, things were brighter all 
around, the community was growing and so was Holy Cross, more than doubling their 
membership in Pastor Johnson’s first five years. 
 In 1978, the congregation took on building expansion.  The two offices across the 
courtyard were taken out to the west to add more rooms, a small kitchen and a new 
fellowship hall, which is our present Food Pantry area and large conference room.  That 
allowed this first unit to be used exclusively for worship, so the chairs and tile floor were 
replaced with carpeting and pews.  
 Five years later, in 1983, it was time to expand again, this time adding the 
education wing to the north.  At the same time, it was decided to move the big cross and 
enclose the courtyard to create a large narthex that would connect all the units and put 
them all under roof. 
 Three years after that, the stained glass in the chancel was added.  That same 
year, 1986, Holy Cross Day Care opened for business. 
 Building projects slowed down for a while as the congregation kept up with the 
costs of all those projects.  But by 1993, the congregation realized that the fellowship hall 
in the west wing was just not adequate enough to serve the growing needs of the 
congregation.  That’s when our present Johnson Hall was built with its large kitchen, stage 
and storage areas and two large bathrooms. 
 That’s a lot of building projects for a lot of dollars over a period of about 25 years 
that could have turned a congregation very inward and survival-oriented for a very long 
time.  But that’s not the story of Holy Cross. 
 From the earliest days, this congregation’s ministry has been about reaching out 
and caring for others, even as they addressed their own financial responsibilities.  “We 
need to give,” said Pastor Johnson early on in his tenure, and he led folks to do just that. 

In 1974, the congregation began supporting World Hungry even as they struggled 
to keep up with their building debt.   In 1977, they sent care boxes to Migrant Farm 
Workers and to Lutheran World Relief.  In 1978, the Stroke Support Group was started 
and goes on to this day.  In 1981, the church became a hurricane shelter.  In 1982, they 
started supporting SHARE, a social outreach effort by the local ministers and churches, 
which I believe were the beginnings of our present-day food pantry.  That same year, they 
started sending money to two missionaries overseas. 

In 1985, that outward focus of spreading God’s love then helped to plant two 
churches in neighboring communities:  a Lutheran church in Hudson on the south that 
became All Saints Lutheran, and a Lutheran church in Weeki Wachee on the north that 
became Nativity Lutheran.  That meant sending some of our members to become new 
members there.  That also meant sending ongoing financial support to both congregations 
until they both could sustain themselves. 
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In 1986, the congregation started sending support money to Southern Lutheran 
Seminary in South Carolina and Newberry Lutheran College in North Carolina.  And 
please understand this, this was not to REPLACE support that had lagged or diminished 
in those other areas.  No, all these things that I am telling you about were always ADDED 
and the other areas kept going, even as the congregation continued to pay down their 
building debt. 

That outward-focus and that generosity in mission never wavered.  And the 
extraordinary part of the story, folks, is that when they got to the point of building Johnson 
Hall in 1993, the generosity of the members was such that they didn’t have to borrow one 
single dime to pay for it.  No new debt. 

In 1994, they retired all their debt on all their building projects and had quite a 
celebration.  In 1995, Pastor Johnson retired. 

Did the congregation grow during this period?  Yes, they grew, from 135 at their 
organization in 1970 to nearly 1,000 at the time of Pastor Johnson’s retirement in 1995. 

Well, you might be thinking, they had all those people, of course they could great 
things with all those people.  If that’s what you’re thinking, you’d be wrong.  I told you last 
week, it isn’t about size.  Size doesn’t matter. 

Faithfulness is what matters.  I’ve been saying that since I arrived in July.  Pastor 
Johnson himself said as much in a reflection piece that he wrote in 1993.   

“The story of Holy Cross … has been one of growth in membership and 
buildings…. These are only representative of physical growth;  however, the growth which 
is central and essential for any congregation is the spiritual growth experienced.  It is my 
sincere hope that our spiritual growth has exceeded our physical growth, and that I have 
in my years of ministry in this place been an instrument for God, carrying out His 
command to teach, preach, and baptize….” 

Why have I shared this story with you?  I’ve shared this story because it’s YOUR 
story.  It’s not just Pastor Johnson’s story.  It’s YOUR story as the people of God in this 
place.  It’s not the whole story.  The story is still being written.  We’ve already talked about 
the decline that we’ve seen in the years since that time.  But decline isn’t the whole story 
either.  The part I just shared is your story too! 

It’s a story of possibilities.  It’s a story of faithfulness.  It’s a story of a people of 
hope and struggle.  It’s a story of determination and focus and forward-thinking and 
outward-thinking.  It’s a story of sharing that realizes that generosity doesn’t make us 
poorer, it makes us richer!  It’s a story of God working through his people and making 
them stronger as they give of themselves.  It’s a story of faith and trust in that God. It’s a 
story of what God can do when we put ourselves in his hands. 

At the end of the gospel for today, Jesus says, “Those who do what is true come to 
the light, so that it may be clearly seen that their deeds have been done in God.”  So it has 
been here. So it is even today. 

It’s your story, Holy Cross.  And it’s not just a story about the past.  It has 
everything to do with the story that God is leading us into for the future. 
 


