
Retreat Leaders for January 20 – 22, 2017  

Key Note Leader –Debbie Nelson 
 

After 14 years of full-time, pastoral ministry in the United Methodist Church, Debbie Nelson 

is currently serving as founder and director of What If Ministries--a ministry of inner healing 

and Christian freedom located in Brooksville, Florida.  The ministry was born when Debbie 

asked and experienced the following..."What if God can take what was and is in my life and 

bring what can be?!"  Delivered from a past of pain and abuse herself, Debbie finds 

tremendous joy in seeing Jesus heal and transform lives.  In addition to healing prayer 

sessions, Debbie enjoys speaking at retreats, leading The Healing Academy (a one-day 

healing seminar that gives an overview to steps to healing in Christ) and preaching at local 

churches and in prison.  Debbie lives in Spring Hill, Florida with her family and cat, Jake and she never misses 

an opportunity to see and be a part of the Holy Spirit's moving at our Leesburg Women's Retreats. 

 
Bible Leader – Emily Knight 

 
Rev. Emily Knight was born at a very young age and grew up in Port Orange, Florida. She 
earned a degree in Religion--with a minor in music--from Florida Southern College where 
she met her ruggedly bearded husband, Matt. After years of working in the local church, 
Emily attended Duke Divinity School and discovered a passion for creative, embodied 
worship; art and Scripture; and the Holy Spirit who unites us in our diversity. Emily is 
currently a pastor at First United Methodist Church, Ocala and continually grateful for the 
everyday moments in ministry that reveal God’s grace. 
 

 

Music Leader – Donna Allen 
 

Donna Allen is a graduate of Auburn University in Secondary Education and resides in 
LaFayette, AL, with her husband, Walter. They have 3 children and seven 
grandchildren. She taught in the Chambers County School System for 15 years before 
entering full-time music evangelism. She was a member of Conference of Southern 
Baptist Evangelists for many years as she traveled as soloist, speaker, and worship leader 
for women's conferences, retreats, church services, and revivals. Donna presents the 
gospel in the form of drama and music, "Mary's Song," which is a narrative according to 
Scripture through the characters of Mary Magdalene at Easter, and Mary, the mother 
of Jesus at Christmas. 

Donna has been privileged to sing with many notable Christian authors and speakers. She sang for 
many years for Methodist Hour International, and was invited to sing in other countries as well. Donna led bible 
studies at the Alabama Governor's Mansion and performed for Governor Bob Riley and First Lady, Patsy Riley 
at many formal state events. The Governor nominated her nationally as Artist of the Year in service to 
government. She performed before former Speaker of the House, Newt Gengrich, and the late Geraldine 
Ferraro. 

Donna was asked to lead worship and sing at a 9/11 memorial conference by the widow of the co-pilot 
of American Airlines Flight 11, which flew into Tower 1 of the World Trade Center. 

She is now semi-retired and no longer travels full time but continues to be blessed by the Lord to be 
able to use the gifts He has given her that the lost might come to know Christ and the Church be edified; "... 
that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love to reach all the riches of full assurance of 
understanding and the knowledge of God's mystery, which is Christ. (Colossians 2:2) 
 
 



Devotions - Natalie Stephens 
 
Natalie is a native of Indiana and has called Florida home for 24 years. She is married 
and has three adult children and three grandchildren. She was a practical nurse and left 
the field to be a Nanny and care giver. She serves the Palm Harbor United Methodist 
Women’s Ministry board and was prior President. Her passion is to serve Human 
Trafficking Victims and those in need. 
 
 
 
 

Devotions – Valerie Neblett 
 

Valerie has been a faithful and enthusiastic attendee of the Women’s Retreats for over 18 
years. This is her second year on the Design Team. Her home congregation is at FUMC of 
Coral Springs, FL. As a retired Pediatrician, Valerie spends her spare time in volunteer 
activities, and with occasional Medical Mission trips abroad. Her current, joyful, and 
rewarding occupation is caring for her new grand-daughter on most weekdays. Valerie is 
daily aware that God’s blessings abound in her life, and she longs to share those blessings 
with others. 
 

 
Enrichment Leader – Margie Anderson – Hymn Sing  
 

John & Margie Anderson have been making music together since meeting at 
Florida Southern College in the '70's.  Having directed high school choirs for over 
25 years in Polk County Public Schools and enjoyed 10 years as the director of 
Disney's Candlelight Processional Cast Choir, John is currently a Music Professor 
and Music Department Coordinator at Polk State College in Winter Haven.  Margie 
has been a home school mom; preschool music, piano & voice teacher; church 
secretary; and has recently returned to First Methodist School in Bartow to teach 
2nd graders.   "Jesus is the reason we sing!  When we sing the hymns which have 
stood the test of time, they not only bring us closer to our God, but also remind us 

of the experiences of 'the great cloud of witnesses' who've led us to Him."  John & Margie live in Bartow with 
their son, John Neil, and 4 adorable kitties. 
 Enrichment:  Hymn Sing.  Join Margie as she leads us in singing our favorite hymns. 

 
Enrichment Leader – Nancy Ping (Make, It, Take It) 
 

Nancy Ping began her work with jewelry and gemstones back in 1991 after she was hired as 
the first female on-air talent for Shop at Home Network. While gaining considerable on-air 
experience, Nancy developed a show that featured high-end jewelry.  Her passion for 
gemstones was to prove the foundation of things to come.   
 While still with Shop at Home, Nancy became a founding partner and president of M&N 
Companies, Inc. She was responsible for designing, manufacturing and importing fine jewelry 
from custom one-of-a-kind pieces and limited editions to multiples.  During this time, Nancy 
received her GIA certification in cultured pearls and colored gemstones.   
Nancy has successfully marketed her jewelry designs on the national television shopping 

networks such as Shop at Home Network, Home Shopping Network, Shop NBC, Jewelry Television and the 
Gem Shopping Network. Some of the highly sought after collections that she has created are Pearlfection®, 
The Signature Series, The World Class Collection, Gemstones of the Holy Bible (patent pending) and 
Gematherapy®.  
 "In my career, I have been so blessed to share unique jewelry at affordable prices for my clients."  
Nancy has a worldwide clientele for her custom designed pearl and gemstone jewelry.  Her specialty involves 



creating pieces that include stories and inspiration to the wearer.   
"If you have a piece of jewelry that is well made and has good quality stones, it becomes so much more than 
just wearable art. Whether it is a signature piece of the person who wears it or marks a special moment in time, 
it can actually be an heirloom in the making as well as a source of joy. To be remotely part of that is truly 
special for me."  
Currently, you can see Nancy on the Liquidation Channel.  Further, Nancy’s latest project, 

www.livingwithzen.com , is a combination of stories for “inspired living” as well as products that she has shared 

throughout the years with her worldwide client base. 

“Aging is inevitable, but “growing old” is not.”  

 

Enrichment Leader – Vickie Harrison 
 

Rev. Vicki Harrison is Associate Minister at New Hope UMC in Brandon, FL.  She oversees 
local and global mission and outreach to the community.  She loves being a deacon in the 
UMC, tasked with connecting the church to the world and empowering others to make a 
difference for the kingdom.  Vicki likes to travel, garden, listen to music, read, and spend time 
with family and friends.  She is married to Richard and they have three children - Daniel is 
16, Rosie is 13, and Sam is 10.   
 Enrichment:  Live in the Reign of Christ.  Join Vickie and learn how to live 
missionally - how can we live in such a way that we alert others to the reign of Christ?  What 
would that look like in your context?  Why is it important? 

 
Enrichment Leader – Bobbie Smith 

 
Bobbie Smith is a native Floridian, growing up in Umatilla, 20 miles from Leesburg. She 

graduated from FSU with a Bachelor’s degree in Nursing.  She and her husband Joe have 

lived in Williston for 44 years. For the past 11 years Joe has pastored the Evinston UM 

Church which gave her one of her favorite roles, serving as a pastor’s wife. Their 2 children: 

Scott Smith, Ormond Beach UMC Pastor married to Kris Thomas Smith and daughter, 

Garnet Andrews, married to Dick Andrews, Ocala. They believe they have the finest 6 

grandchildren in the world. (Caleb, Lauren, Joshua, Emily, Jacob, Allison.)  

 Bobbie has attended a weekend every year since the beginning of the Leesburg Retreats, was a 

member of the Design Team and considers Leesburg Retreats paramount in her spiritual journal. Teaching 

Bible Studies for women for the past 22 years has been her joy as well as leading weekend retreats for 

churches and participating in mission projects to Brazil, China and Peru. For her the greatest honor and 

blessing is the opportunity to share the JOY of God’s love through teaching and example. 

 Enrichment: “Prayer Is the cure for a weary soul, a confused mind and a broken heart.” 

Prayer is central to reality of an ongoing interaction with God. It is the foundation of all the spiritual disciplines 

of engagement. Join in to experience the amazing power of God in our generation through many forms of 

prayer: Praying as Jesus did; Praying as He taught the Disciples.  Experience Contemplative Prayer, Praying 

the Scriptures, Prayers of Praise, Worship and Faith; Prayers of Intercession; Prayers of Binding and Loosing.  

Life is in one sense an experiment in how to be a “portable sanctuary”-- Practicing the presence of God in the 

midst of the stresses and strains of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.livingwithzen.com/


Enrichment Leader – Rev. Bridget Thornton 
 

Rev. Bridget Thornton is a Provisional Elder in The United Methodist Church. 

She is the Pastor of Operations & Adult Ministries at St. Andrew’s UMC in 

Brandon. She has served at SAUMC since 2013. She has a Masters of Divinity 

from Asbury Theological Seminary and a Bachelor’s of Arts in Religion from The 

Florida State University. Bridget was born in Bryan, OH but has moved around a 

lot. She’s lived in Ohio, Alabama, Germany, Florida, Maryland, Tennessee, and 

Minnesota. Bridget is married to Kevin Thornton. They’ve been married for 8 

years and they have identical twin sons: Lincoln and Campbell who are nearly 

2 years old.  Prior to answering the call to ordained ministry Bridget worked in church and non-profit 

bookkeeping and administration for 13 years. Bridget is also currently serving as a member of the Church 

Finance and Administration Committee for the Florida Annual Conference. In her free time Bridget gets as 

many giggles out of her children as they will allow and her favorite pastime is the rare nap she’s allowed. 

 Enrichment: Finding Peace in the Midst of Chaos.  As a mom to toddler twins, a full-time pastor, and 

wife I know what chaos looks like. How can we find peace even in the craziest seasons of our lives? I will 

share the practical tools I use day-to-day to maintain the fruit of peace in my life. 

Enrichment Leader –Suzanne Wilson (Line Dance) 
 

Suzanne Wilson loves to dance!   She competed in the 2000 UCWDC Line Dancing World 

Championships, and has taught dance for the past 14 years in both Central Florida, and 

around the world. She has instructed at SeaWorld's BBQ weekends, the Florida Dance 

Stampede, Florida HOSA, The Florida Masters Line Dance Event, Fun In The Sun, 

Disney's College Program parties, The Barn In Sanford, Jesse Black's Saloon, Rodeo's of 

Mt Dora and traveled with Scooter Lee's International Dancing For The Dream 

organization. She currently teaches in Mt. Dora at the American Legion and in Orlando at 

Cowboys. 

   Suzanne holds a bachelor degree in communication from the University of Alabama, and her master degree 

in Instructional Design from Full Sail University.  She is currently an instructor at Full Sail, teaching Creative 

Presentation to all incoming students.  

   Suzanne loves to work with anyone who wants to learn line dancing and looks forward to sharing line 

dancing with friends and family for many, many years to come! 

 Enrichment: Line Dance.  Join Suzanne as she leads a Line Dance class and allows you a time of fun 

and exercise. 

 


