
A Brief History of Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran Church, Clermont FL 34711

History is very important in every realm of life and there this is no exception of our Church,  
Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran. Our Church is influenced by its past, and it is a means through 
which we make our impact in our community and beyond, and provide services and programs of 
God’s plan for our Church. 

Our Church started from humble beginnings in 1951 when a group of displaced Lutherans held 
the first meeting to establish a Lutheran Congregation. This was formalized in 1952 consisting of
32 charter members formed the First Lutheran Church of Clermont, an offspring of the Zion 
congregation. On October 14, 1957 local Lutheran provided worship services in the Clermont 
Community building. From that humble beginning the seeds were sown making the way for its 
extremely vibrant congregation and worship life it is today. Below are some of the highlights: 

 Rev Martin Swanson from Zion Lutheran Church was ordinated as the first pastor on 
April 12, 1953.

 On December 01, 1953  four acres of property was purchased at Chestnut and Second 
Street in Clermont, on which Zion Lutheran in Groveland erected a new church building 
which was transported to a site on Highway 50 in December 1954.

 The first worship service was held in its new home on April 1954, and in December of 
the same year that Church was dedicated.  Additions of Sunday School classrooms, social
room, nursery and storage areas were made, and a Parish Hall was dedicated on April 07, 
1974.

 Commendations were received from the White House for the Garden of Flags. This 
project dedicated flags from all 50 states, it was indeed a very patriotic venture.

For the first 25 years the congregation was led by part-time pastors. On January 25, 1981, Zion 
Lutheran was separated and Pastor Becker served as the first full time pastor on October 10, 
1982, and ushering in Shepherd of the Hills Lutheran in October 1984. With an independent 
mission and vision a building program started in 1984. With the rapid growth of building 
construction and tourism of neighboring Orlando, Clermont started developing rapidly. Under 
the leadership of Phillip Whitener, two worship services started.

 In 1995, “ A New Hill for the Shepherd’s Cross” capital fund campaign started.  Despite 
absence of a regular pastor for a year and a half, this fund was very successful.

 A property of 12.8 acres overlooking Highway 27 for the very reasonable price of 
$275,000.

 On Palm Sunday of 1997 SOTH congregation called the Rev Jonathan  Ostenburg to 
serve as Pastor.  He was installed by Rev. Kathryn Baines in June of that year.

 Clermont witnessing an influx of people saw retirement communities all around the area. 



 The growing population trend resulted in a review of the of the option of retaining the 
Highway 50 property, which was sold in 1999 and building task force began designing  a 
new sanctuary and established a 3-year capital fund drive.

 The need to evacuate or pay a rent of $8000 for the Highway 50 property resulted in 
services being held beginning March 2002 in a store front under the steeple of the Citrus 
Tower.  Sunday School was held in the lobby of the Citrus Tower. Due to space 
limitations Easter Services were at the Jenkins auditorium, next to the Clermont City 
Hall. 

 Aagard McNary Construction company began construction of the building on Highway 
27 in May 2002 and on November 17 of that same year worship services and Sunday 
School classes were held for the first time.

  The first Thanksgiving Eve Service was held on November 27, 2002, and on Christmas 
Eve despite a severe thunderstorm over 350 worshippers were in attendance.

As time goes on facing the many challenges of the change of locations,  the determination and 
stewardship of the congregation was strong. Pastor Nancy Vogel accepted a call as interim 
Pastor, after the resignation of Pastor Jonathan. SOTH saw during this period a new 
organizational structure, and the development of a mission statement. Then comes the spring of 
2016 when Pastor Dennis Schmidt was called to be the new Pastor, under whose dedicated 
leadership SOTH continues to grow and prosper, despite the challenges facing all congregations, 
and as in the case of SOTH when in 2017 as result of Hurricane Irma our church was damaged 
by roof leakage, which resulted in significant repairs.

Our church has an interesting history from its humble beginnings it now stands tall upon the hill, 
overlooking the most of Clermont. It continues to grow and the sanctuary in which we worship 
now has truly been blessed. Looking back, reflecting on the many historic points on our journey, 
with thanksgiving and continuing to build upon the faithful work of those who served before us. 
To God be the Glory, Honor,  and Praise!


