
 

 
  



 
  



History of Church of the Messiah 
 

Prior to the establishment of Church of the Messiah, Winter Garden had no 
Episcopal presence. The nearest congregations were located in Apopka, ten miles 
to the northeast, and Clermont, twelve miles to the west—both accessible only by 
winding two-lane roads. 

In 1950, a group of local Episcopalians petitioned the bishop for approval to form a 
mission church in Winter Garden. With the bishop’s blessing, Sunday services 
commenced, led by Reverend George Granger. The fledgling congregation 
gathered in the American Legion Hall, relying on borrowed hymnals and prayer 
books. 

During its early years, the mission church met in a variety of venues, including the 
American Legion Hall, the Seventh-Day Adventist Church, a vacant theater, a 
hotel, and the Winter Garden Community Hall. On February 17, 1954, Church of 
the Messiah was officially incorporated, and later that year, in August, 
groundbreaking took place for its first dedicated church building.  

The parish continued to flourish over the decades. By 2000, growing attendance, 
expanding membership, and a vibrant youth ministry prompted plans for a larger 
sanctuary and parish hall. In January 2008, the congregation moved to its present 
facility. 
Since its founding in 1950, Church of 
the Messiah has been shepherded by 
eleven priests, and of the 11, only 2 
since 1976. Today, we remain a 
parish family committed to loving 
God, loving our neighbors, and loving 
one another—striving to transform 
the world through Jesus Christ, one 
child, one person, one family, and 
one community at a time. We exhibit 
this love for God and our neighbor 
through our Prayer Chain, which is 
our largest ministry.  



Discover Winter Garden, Florida  
A Vibrant City with a Rich Heritage and Small-Town Charm  

Overview  

Winter Garden is a thriving city located just 14 miles west of 
Orlando, Florida, nestled between the scenic Lake Apopka and 
the famous Walt Disney World Resort. With a population of 
approximately 55,000 residents, Winter Garden has blossomed 
into one of Central Florida’s most sought-after communities. 

  

 
Historical Roots  
Originally, Winter Garden began as a small agricultural and citrus community, characterized by 
its rural atmosphere and dirt roads. The city's growth accelerated with the arrival of the railroads, 
which connected Winter Garden to neighboring regions and markets. In 1980, a severe freeze 
dealt a significant blow to the citrus industry, but the resilient residents adapted, shifting their 
focus to new opportunities and industries.  

 
Vibrant Downtown and Community Life  
Today, Winter Garden is known for its lively, revitalized downtown area that serves as a 
destination for both locals and visitors. Many historic buildings have been beautifully restored, 
and new developments have brought additional amenities and public spaces. The city’s 
downtown boasts a variety of small shops, museums, and a popular weekly Farmer’s Market.  

Accessibility is a key feature of Winter Garden’s downtown—it can be reached by car, golf cart, 
bicycle, or by traveling along the 14-foot-wide, 22-mile-long West Orange Trail. This scenic trail 
connects Winter Garden to neighboring cities such as Oakland, Clermont, Ocoee, and Apopka, 
offering a unique way to explore the area.  

 
Community and Lifestyle  
Despite its growth and modernization, Winter Garden excels at maintaining a “small town” feel 
while offering all the comforts and conveniences of a much larger city. Residents enjoy a strong 
sense of community, access to well-maintained public spaces, and a variety of cultural and 
recreational activities.  



 
The city’s median household income is $106,371 and the average property value exceeds  
$562,118 reflecting Winter Garden’s prosperity and desirability as a place to live. Notably, the 
historic downtown is just a few blocks from the Church of the Messiah, making it a central and 
accessible part of community life.  

Conclusion  
Winter Garden, Florida, stands as a testament to resilience and adaptability. From its humble 
agricultural beginnings to its current status as a vibrant, welcoming city, Winter Garden offers 
both residents and visitors a unique blend of history, culture, and modern amenities—all set 
within the inviting atmosphere of Central Florida.  

Our Identity  
 
Quotes from Parishioners 

What drew you to Church of the Messiah?    

• A loving church family that is welcoming and nonjudgmental.   
• The love and warmth of all the people and the structure of church services drew us in. The 

growth in my Christian faith and beliefs continues.  
• Our family visited after we moved to the area. We stayed because of the sincerity, honesty 

and thoughtfulness of the sermons that held no guilt messages or politics.     
• The church family 
• There are many opportunities to serve, belief-filled messages, and caring people.   
• The people, I have never experienced a church with a congregation like Messiah.   
• COTM was the first church we attended after we moved here. We stayed because of the 

warm welcome, the liturgy, and then on the next visit, Fr. Tom remembering our names.   

How did you get involved?  
• An invitation from Father Tom and the Messiah’s Way program got me involved.  
• A parishioner asked me to become part of Altar Guild. I said yes, and it’s been a very 

rewarding ministry.  
• I had not been one to get involved or give back, but I found people to connect with and I 

began to help in the kitchen for Vacation Bible School a few years. After that, I found other 
commitments through Messiah’s Way.  

• I was asked to be an Office Angel. After praying about it, I felt strongly that the Lord 
wanted me to serve Him in the office.  
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Who or What do we hope to become?  

• To continue living the church’s motto: “Changing the World with Jesus: One Child, One 
Person, One Family, One Community at a Time.” If we do that as our focus all else will 
continue to succeed.  

• To continue to flourish spiritually and to evangelize in areas in the community that seem 
unreachable.  

• I hope we continue to be inclusive to all members of society and remain committed to 
loving and reaching out to all.  

• To be an example of Christ to people in our community, our neighbors, family and friends.  

What could we do better?  

• Check in on our people who cannot get out every week to church. They may need to hear a 
friendly voice or see a kind person showing up at their home.  

• More outreach, focus on changing the world with Jesus. A youth program, better music, 
and a stronger choir 

• We need a youth program.  
• Music  
• Attracting new and younger members so that the church will sustain itself through the 

years.  

Note: Attention to Youth and Music were the most repeated answers by far.  

The Church   
Our Services   

We are a “come as you are” type of parish and members choose their own style of dress, 
regardless of which service they attend. We often have people wearing shorts sitting next to 
someone wearing a suit and tie.   

Our parish is known for being open and friendly to all. We frequently welcome those visiting 
our church on vacation and later welcome them as members when they decide to make 
Central Florida their home!  

The Church of the Messiah currently has five services each Sunday (including one in French- 
Creole).  



• The 8:00am service draws approximately 50 people, mostly older members who prefer 
the Holy Eucharist Rite 1 liturgy and traditional hymns.   

• The 9:30am service has a focus on incorporating all generations of the family and draws 
approximately 100 people who enjoy the Holy Eucharist Rite 2 liturgy, with a mixture of 
hymns and more modern music. Children in Pre-K through 5th grade are dismissed to 
attend Children’s Church, where our Children’s Minster provides age-appropriate lessons 

and activities. The children return during the Peace 
to join their families for Communion. Nursery care 
is also provided. This service is live streamed with 
music and liturgy displayed on a screen.   
• The 11:00am service is held in the Parish Hall 
and it is our contemporary service. We have a praise 
band and contemporary music, with the liturgy and 
music on a screen. The children’s program is also 
offered at this service. Attendance is usually around 
55 people.   

• The 4:00pm service is celebrated by Fr. Soner Alexandre for our Haitian congregation. The 
service is spoken in French-Creole. They celebrate with Incense the first Sunday of every 
month. This is the only Haitian service in our Diocese.   

• The 7:00pm service provides a modern and relaxed worship service using Rite 3. This 
service was designed for members who work at one of our theme parks or other tourist 
oriented industries. We enjoy a vibrant worship ensemble (keyboard, guitars and singers). 
Attendance usually runs between 15-30 people. Music and liturgy are displayed on a 
screen.   

• On Wednesday at 10am Eucharist, followed by Bible Study.   
  

Messiah’s Way   
Jesus the Messiah calls each of us to partner with him to 
change the world: one child, one person, one family, one 
community at a time. Messiah’s Way offers ways to make that 
happen. Each year a catalog is created to showcase all the 
volunteer opportunities available for the coming church year. 
Parishioners prayerfully consider how the Holy Spirit is calling 
them to serve Him and His people for the next year. Whatever 
piques your interest, captures your imagination, warms your 
heart, makes you smile, or strikes you as particularly 
important; that’s probably the Holy Spirit speaking to you inviting you to plug in and make 
a difference. You can indicate your choices on your Commitment Sheet and your new 
ministry will begin on the 1st Sunday of Advent. Each year we fill 400+ volunteer 
opportunities. Our Prayer Chain is the most significant and successful ministry every year. 
Next year, we do it all over again.   

 



Our Vestry  
Like all Episcopal congregations, Vestry members are chosen for three-year terms. Aside 
from Senior Warden and Junior Warden, Vestry members are asked to commit to a 
ministry at Church of the Messiah. In addition, each member opens and or closes the 
church doors on Sundays for one month each year. An annual Vestry Retreat is held after 
newly elected members come on board.   
  

Where is the Messiah calling us?  

Preparing for the Transition  
With the blessing of Bishop Justin Holcomb, when we call the priest God chooses to be 
our next Rector, he or she, along with Fr. Tom Rutherford will serve as Co-Rectors for a 
period of time. During this time together as Co-Rectors, Fr. Tom will turn over more and 
more responsibility to our chosen Rector.  
As John the Baptist said about Jesus, “I will decrease, and he/she will increase” until 
ready to take the reigns as Rector. This could take a month or two, or maybe longer. Fr. 
Tom will share all the information our new Rector may need and it will be at the discretion 
of the new Rector to decide how long this process lasts. After almost 30 years of serving 
the Messiah family, we are blessed that Fr. Tom is willing to help us through this transition.  
  

Desired Qualities in a new Rector  
The following qualities, drawn from our Parish Survey and Focus Groups, reflect the 
collective aspirations of our congregation for our next Rector:  

• Spiritual Leadership: A person who wholeheartedly follows Christ, is devoted to prayer, 
affirms the inerrancy of Scripture and the Resurrection of Jesus Christ, remains faithful to 
the Great Commission, and demonstrates fiscal responsibility.  

• Adaptability and Delegation: An open-minded leader who is willing to delegate, serves 
as a theological generalist rather than focusing narrowly on specific topics, and is able to 
engage with individuals across all life stages and circumstances—from children to 
grieving widows/widowers, and from financial matters to encouraging congregational 
participation in both minor and major initiatives.  

• Supportive Partnership: If married, the Rector’s spouse should be supportive and 
aligned with the ministry.  

• Effective Communication: A great communicator who remains steadfast in scriptural 
integrity, is unafraid to address contemporary social and cultural issues, possesses an 
outgoing nature, and demonstrates sound business acumen.  

• Pastoral Excellence: Someone who loves Jesus as Savior and Lord, embodies the role of 
pastor, and is a godly preacher and teacher.  



• Organizational Leadership: Skilled in staff management without resorting to 
micromanagement.  

• Defender of Faith: A capable apologist, able to articulate and defend the faith effectively. 
It is noteworthy that the most frequently cited quality is a steadfast belief in the inerrancy 
of Scripture.  
  
Additional Essentials (from Parish Feedback)  

• Leadership, humility, love for Jesus and people, and a willingness to serve both.  
• Ethical characteristics, credibility, and mutual respect.  
• Apolitical approach in the pulpit, keeping sermons focused on Christ.  
• Must not embrace issues that go against God’s word.  
• Should not be aloof or too busy to listen.  
• The most repeated feedback: avoid candidates lacking the qualities described above.  

Summary  

The Rector sought is a Christ-centered, visionary shepherd—deeply grounded in Scripture, relational and 

warm, administratively capable, committed to youth and families, appreciative of tradition, and ready to lead 

with humility, courage, and love.  

  

How We Support Our Clergy  
 
Quote from Father Tom   

“Reflecting on my journey since moving to Winter Garden in 1996, I am 
continually grateful for the generosity and care shown by the parishioners of 
Church of the Messiah. From the very beginning, members of our church 
family helped my family settle in — painting our home, unloading boxes, and 
welcoming us into the community. Their kindness extended to my children, 
who were invited to join in local activities, from sailing and football games to 
riding motorcycles and enjoying lakeside gatherings. As my children grew, parishioners offered 
them opportunities for work and mentorship, further deepening our sense of belonging.  

“In 2019, after serving as Rector for 23 years, I was honored with a three-month sabbatical, 
generously funded by a congregation-led celebration. This thoughtful gesture enabled me to 
pursue valuable educational experiences and return refreshed to serve our community.  

“The support I have received from the Messiah family is truly remarkable. The Messiah family 
LOVES me! They laugh at my jokes, listen when I talk, put up with my idiosyncrasies, smile when I 
enter the room, and hug me often. Their genuine care has made a lasting impact, and I am 
deeply appreciative of the love and fellowship that define our church community.”  



Quote from Arch Deacon Julie Altenbach  

“As my diaconate training drew to a close, I found myself in prayer, 
seeking God’s direction for what would come next. It became clear 
that my calling to Church of the Messiah extended beyond my initial 
field work. I realized, as Father Tom wisely taught me, that I work for 
Jesus—and that means following wherever He leads.  

“After Father Tom’s sabbatical, he invited me to consider retiring 
from teaching and stepping into the role of Office Minister. This 
opportunity was an answer to prayer, opening a new chapter where my faith deepened as I 
served alongside the clergy and parishioners. My time as Office Minister was among the happiest 
of my life. The love and support I received from our church family— especially during my battle 
with breast cancer—taught me the profound importance of letting others care for me, just as I 
had cared for them. Through prayers, cards, meals, and countless acts of kindness, I came to 
fully understand the strength and beauty of our Christian community.  

“When I was called to serve as Archdeacon for the Bishop, I prayed deeply about leaving my role 
as Office Minister. But I soon realized that once you are part of the Messiah family, you are 
always family. The journey has been a blessing, and I am forever grateful for the love, faith, and 
fellowship that define our church.”  

Quote from Fr. Andrew Lazo  

“As clergy at Church of the Messiah for three years, I experienced a 
great deal of support from the parish family in three particular ways.  

“Materially, I found Messiah to be very generous. I had a very 
reasonable salary, which was set by Diocesan guidelines , but in 
addition, the parish provided financially in a number of ways that were 
not required. This told me that my work and the well-being of my family 
were much in their minds and hearts. It made a huge difference to have 
their provision and to ease the burden of concern in a number of areas.  

“I also found the parish incredibly supportive. Some of that is easily measurable—such as cards 
and gifts throughout the year, especially at Christmas, and my going away party. But also, the 
support of volunteers was invaluable-everytime I asked for help with an event, I was met with great 
and enthusiastic support.   

“Finally, the love I received during my three years continues to offer a shining reflection of God’s 
love for Christin and me. The affection I found at every turn made my years there a true blessing.   

“Thank you to Church of the Messiah—your new rector will find themselves in a very loving and 
supportive family!” 



Fr. Soner Alexandre  

In 2018, the Messiah family welcomed Fr. Soner Alexandre, an 
Episcopal priest from Haiti, his wife Yolande and their three 
children, who were in the United States seeking lifesaving 
treatment for their daughter Yolwenn that was unavailable in 
their home country. For a year they had been living with 
another Haitian family in Davenport, about 30 miles south of 
Winter Garden. The house on our campus had become empty 
and our Vestry chose to change the world for the Alexandre 
family by offering the home to them.   

Yolwenn had two more years of treatment. Father Tom was 
successful in assisting Father Soner in obtaining his R-1 visa 
(Religious Worker). In addition, the Messiah family helped the family with furniture and all the 
things necessary to set up their home. Father Soner established the Haitian service, and the 
Alexandre family and our Haitian families are a vital part of the Messiah family to this day.  

Happenings at Messiah  
Scriptural Foundation 
Hebrews 10:24-25 (NIV):  
"Let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and good deeds, not giving up 
meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but encouraging one another—and all the 
more as you see the Day approaching."  

Small Groups and Fellowship  

Messiah offers a variety of small groups and study opportunities to foster spiritual growth and 
community engagement:  

• Diving Deeper: Sunday afternoon sessions focused on Bible study or thematic 
exploration.  

• Bible Studies: Multiple groups meet throughout the week, including dedicated sessions 
for women (Monday, Wednesday, Thursday) and men (Monday evenings).  

• Daughters of the King: Monthly meetings on Mondays.  

• Brotherhood of St. Andrew: Monthly men's fellowship on Monday evenings.  

• Book Club: Meets the fourth Thursday of each month.  

• Wednesday Bible Study: Follows the 10:00 am Eucharist.  

• Men’s Supper and Ladies’ Dinner: Casual fellowship every first Tuesday.  

• Haitian Bible Study: Weekly Thursday evening sessions via Zoom.  



Outreach Initiatives  

Messiah is committed to serving the community through a range of outreach programs:  

• Food Pantry: Established in 1974, Messiah’s food collection efforts support the Christian 
Service Center and include annual Thanksgiving and Christmas drives.  

• Preschool Ministry: Messiah provides facilities and spiritual guidance 
for 55 preschoolers, including bi-weekly chapel services.  

• Habitat for Humanity: Volunteers participate in building and 
mentoring, contributing to more than 25 homes for families.  

• Community Partnerships: Engagement with Edgewood Children’s 
Ranch, Orange County Community Action Partnership, Hope Center, 
Shepherd’s Hope, Xodus Prison Ministry, and Dillard Street Elementary.  

• Community Sunday Supper: A new initiative offering free meals and fellowship to all.  

Annual Events  

Messiah hosts several annual events, primarily organized by volunteers through Messiah’s Way:  

• Annual Parish Meeting: Held in January for Vestry elections and community review.  

• Rummage Sale: Spring fundraising event.  

• Pentecost Picnic: Organized by Fun & Fellowship.  

• Vacation Bible School (VBS): Held every June.  

• Annual Parish Picnic: September celebration of Messiah’s birthday.  

• Lay Weeder Days: Campus beautification before Easter and Christmas.  

• Light Up Winter Garden: December event hosted by the Messiah’s volunteers and Praise 
Band, in partnership with the West Orange Ministerial Association.  

• Alcoholics Anonymous: Meetings offered six days per week in a dedicated building on 
campus.  

Vision and Future Goals  

Messiah seeks to expand its impact through:  

• Developing programs for young families.  

• Enhancing educational opportunities for all ages.  

• Strengthening integration between Preschool and church growth. 

• Exploring the long-term vision for a potential K-12 school.  

 



Our Facility: Parish Hall & Campus  
Serving Our Community and Diocese  

At Church of the Messiah, our Parish Hall is more than just a building—it’s a welcoming space 
that supports both our congregation and the wider community. We regularly open our doors for 
special events, including school choir and play rehearsals, weddings, and funerals for 
parishioners and local residents alike. The Diocese also utilizes our facility for important 
gatherings such as Institute for Christian Studies (ICS), Commission on Ministry events, 
discernment days for those exploring ordained ministry, and annual orientation for newly elected 
Vestry members from across the Diocese.  

Our Preschool makes frequent use of the Parish Hall for programs that bring together children, 
their families, and friends, fostering a sense of belonging and celebration.  

Repairs & Upkeep: A Labor of Love  

Much of our campus maintenance is carried out by dedicated volunteers. Their contributions 
range from routine tasks like changing light bulbs and A/C filters to more skilled work such as 
painting, carpentry, and plumbing. Recently, volunteers have installed new kitchen cabinets in 
our Youth Hall/Preschool area, and have extended our sprinkler system as needed. We are 
grateful for the generosity of parishioners, including one who replaced our roof at cost. Over the 
past year, the exterior of our buildings was painted, Youth Hall restrooms were renovated, and all 
outside A/C units were replaced. We anticipate replacing the Chiller in the not too distant future, 
which is estimated to cost $100K.  

Our Sanctuary, rebuilt in the late 1980s, seats approximately 200 and includes a chapel, choir 
area, restrooms, sacristy, and vesting room. In 2007-2008, our facility doubled in size with the 
addition of a new Parish Hall, modern kitchen, offices, library, and restrooms. The original Parish 
Hall now serves as our Youth Hall, equipped with a kitchen and is used by the Preschool during 
the week. The Men’s Supper is also hosted here.  

Our Preschool building features classrooms and a playground. Alcoholics Anonymous has a 

dedicated building on campus, which they maintain independently. The home provided for 

the Alexandre family is cared for by Church of the Messiah.  

Looking Ahead: Our Wish List  

• Modernize buildings and infrastructure  

• Develop a long-term property and asset management strategy  

• Improve classrooms, including adult-sized spaces  

• Invest in landscaping and campus beautification  

• Add CCTV in the Parish Hall, library, and children’s areas  



 

Attendance & Impact  

The statistics included here are from the 2024 Parochial Report.   

Our average in person Sunday attendance is 276, in addition to 47 online. Non-live views within 
the following week, 100.  

Our average midweek service attendance is 33.  

Communicants in Good Standing  
Adults: 331  

Youth: (under 16) 89  

Total communicants in good standing: 420  

Easter and Christmas Attendance  
Easter: 483  

Christmas: 482  

Sacraments & Services  
14 Baptisms     3 Marriages    318 Eucharist  

14 Confirmations    19 Burials    58 Daily Office  

17 Receptions      
 

  

Revenue  
$850,737 Plate & Pledge  

$205,897 Restricted  

$510, 648 Other  

$1,567,282 Total  

Debt  
Based on pledges received, we anticipate the Church of the Messiah mortgage on the Parish Hall 
at the end of March 2026 will be $50,891.49. We have worked diligently to reduce this debt, and, 
God willing, we will pay it off then. 

 



 

 

 
 
 

Serving Church of the Messiah 
Clergy 
Rector 
 The Rev. Tom Rutherford  

Priest Associates 
 The Rev. Soner Alexandre 
 The Rev. Tracy Dugger 
 The Rev. Kathryn Jeffreys  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

  
  

 
 

 

 

  Parish Profile Committee 
Chris Brown  
Jason Eaton 
Mary Kay Predmore 
Wally Stewart  
Sandy Sparks 
Joyce Taylor 
Patty Tate 

Search Committee 
Yolwenn Alexandre 
Chris Brown  
Jason Eaton 
Mary Kay Predmore 
Wally Stewart  
Sandy Sparks 
Joyce Taylor 

Staff  
Megan Adlam, Children’s Minister  
Jane Cartelli, Finance Minister  
Barbara Ellerbe, Preschool Director  
Ricky Jackson, Music Minister  
Wendy King, Office Minister  
Yesika King, Social Media Minister 
Vita Mazzaluna, Media Minister  
 

Deacons 
The Ven. Julie Altenbach 
The Rev. Angela Lopez 
The Rev. Douglas Romaine 
The Rev. Adelene Smith 
The Rev. Tim Wetherington  

Treasurer: Bob Tate  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

241 North Main Street,  
Winter Garden, Florida 34787 

407-656-3218 
office@churchofthemessiah.com 

www.ChurchOfTheMessiah.com 
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