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Shepherding a Flock at Delaware’s Newark United Methodist Church 

 

 In the crowd of hundreds of students, staff, employees, and families who stroll 

daily down Newark’s Main Street, one would probably never pick out Mary Haggard as a 

pastor of a church. The thirty-something-year-old Princeton alumna looks just as much at 

home in jeans and sneakers as in her white church robe, and yet, perhaps that is part of 

her charm. Mary’s roles as pastor at Newark United Methodist Church and leader of 

Wesley Foundation of University of Delaware are bridging the gap between college 

students and the Newark community. 

As one of the pastors of Newark United Methodist Church (NUMC), Reverend 

Mary holds a special place in the hearts of Newark church-goers. Someone observing 

Mary on a summer day from the back of the church could assume Jesus’ modern-day 

disciple was preaching from the pulpit. In her calf-length white robe and flat sandals, 

Mary could easily be at home walking the shores of Galilee. She is a commanding 

presence when she preaches on Sunday mornings (or any time, really).With her deep 

voice and contemplative expression, anyone listening to Mary speak knows she truly 

believes in what her faith teaches. Donna Hitcher, an employee at NUMC and close 

friend of the pastor’s says, “… What I value most about Mary is her unwavering 

conviction that when Jesus came to save the world, he did - with no exceptions.” Mary’s 

kind demeanor and strong faith make her the perfect person to shepherd the flock at 

NUMC and bring new parishioners to the church. She is gentle enough to draw even the 
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most reluctant people to church, but passionate enough that no one could ever doubt her 

belief in her Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  

Parishioners of Christian churches tend to desire a connection with the 

institutions’ leaders. Newark community members and UD students are no exception to 

this rule. Maybe it is a need to understand a higher power. More likely the church-goer 

craves a deeper link with God that they think the pastor can help fill with their theological 

knowledge. Either way, Mary continually shows everyone around her that a relationship 

with God isn’t unattainable. Her modern day dress and diction draw younger crowds to 

NUMC’s contemporary service, SonSpirit: after all, what student wouldn’t want to hear a 

psalm broken down with a Harry Potter analogy or the song “Getting’ Jiggy with It” 

played during a sermon? Those looking for a more traditional message aren’t left out. 

Mary’s studies at Princeton Theological Seminary prepared her well for in-depth 

discussions on subjects ranging from the Bible to searching for God in the darkest of 

times.  

But Mary’s role in the church goes a little bit deeper than simply preaching 

weekly from the pulpit (although her sermons are always well done). She is involved 

with everything from baptisms, Holy Communion, weddings, funerals, mission trips, 

weekly services, and volunteering. Her deep connection to the parishioners of the church 

means that she is known by almost everyone at NUMC—helped because Delaware is 

small state and the church has many long-standing members. It is not uncommon to hear 

stories about when Old Don went over to Reverend Mary’s house to clean her gutters or 

when a Church member’s sister styled the pastor’s hair at her home salon. These close 
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relationships mean parishioners often think of Mary as a part of their family—not just a 

leader at their church.  

One of NUMC’s vital roles is the extension of family through the Wesley 

Foundation Campus Ministry. As leader of the foundation and liaison between it and the 

University of Delaware, which houses the group, Mary has a pivotal role in connecting 

university students with a community landmark. Under her guidance, this group—while 

under the umbrella of the Methodist Church—brings open arms to all university students 

regardless of current, previous, or non-religious affiliation.  

In fact, Mary makes it known that religious denomination is not a factor in 

whether or not a student comes to Wesley. Perhaps this is what draws students most to 

NUMC: the communal welcome to Wesley gives students a sense of homecoming 

whenever one walks through the door. Methodist, Catholic, Believer, or non, Mary has 

made Wesley a home away from home for UD students; by association, NUMC becomes 

many students’ second church.  

The group is housed in the Wesley Lounge, an area specifically geared for college 

students…with an extra Mary-touch. This cozy room is covered with pictures showing 

varied Wesley adventures; posters depicting Bible verses; a flat-panel television regularly 

plays popular movies; and drinks, candy, and granola bars are always in supply. Most 

unique to the Wesley Lounge are the named-pumpkins who live amongst the students. 

Per student requests, Fu’Quan and Oscar are filled with goodies and accompany students 

on mission trips and other outings. Fu’Quan even has his own Facebook page through 

which he jokes and gives advice to students. Mary knows that to keep students feeling 

comfortable she must connect with them on their level.  Food will always draw in young 
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adults; but Mary scored big when she allowed an outlet where laughter and creativity 

reign.  

That creativity extends to the weekly Bible studies Mary holds for Wesley 

members and the strays that come along. No answer to a question raised about a specific 

passage or verse is ever correct or incorrect. Questions or explanations tend to lead to 

more questions and explanations, but those attending the studies rarely get tired of 

hearing their witty leader expound on close readings of whatever is being studied. Stories 

about members growing up, biblical connections to Harry Potter and Star Wars, Lady 

Gaga’s songs transferred to biblical lyrics…anything is possible at Bible studies in the 

Wesley Lounge. Under Mary’s guided hand, various explanations describe how a passage 

came about or why people of a certain faith believe one reasoning over another.  

It is common to hear Mary’s slight Texan drawl guiding the students, “So the 

Apostle Paul was thinking ‘x’ in regards to love? Maybe he was using ‘x’ to compare the 

two thoughts. You know what I’m saying?” Everyone who speaks in the Wesley Lounge 

aspires for others to understand their reasoning. That desire stems, however, from 

wanting to know the other person better; no one ever attempts to dissuade another from 

their line of thought. Occasionally debates get heated or emotional, but Mary has created 

a place of comfort that invites discussion, and she plays her role of mediator well. 

While Mary plays mediator during discussions it is rare to find her quiet or 

unresponsive to her surroundings. She is constantly involved in what is going on with her 

group, whether is through discussions, attending movies with the students, or sponsoring 

a mission trip. Mary never goes into activities halfway—when she does the Lord’s work 

with her students she participates right along with them. Doing the Lord’s work doesn’t 
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simply mean leading Bible studies or participating in Bible studies, either. When Mary 

leads the yearly high school mission trips she always promises the students a treat—and 

it’s not a piece of candy. NUMC members are not always greeted by their usual brunette 

pastor. She has returned from these trips with green, pink, and black-and-white dyed hair.  

Two years ago Wesley Foundation went on a mission trip to Nashville in support 

of flood relief. Mary was right out there in the field digging up bones, pulling up moldy 

grass, and scrubbing church floors. What is the Lord’s work for one is the Lord’s work 

for all, regardless of age or stature. On the mission trip to Nashville Mary bunked in the 

church with the female students. It simply seemed to the girls like a fun sleepover party. 

Not so liked was the seven a.m. wakeup call with Mary playing Walking on Sunshine 

from her cellphone right in the girls’ faces. Cries of “Maaaaaaaary” did not temper the 

pastor’s cellphone alarm. All the students on the mission trip quickly learned that when 

Mary gets down to business there is no more time to play.  

And yet just as boisterous as Mary can be she can be equally quiet and pensive. 

She is constantly monitoring the members during devotional studies; prayer time is meant 

to be silent. While she gives students ample time to be alone with their thoughts, Mary is 

always on guard for those who need to talk and she recognizes that to keep the 

relationship with her students strong she must always be available. Most Wesley 

members have her cell phone number and know they can call her for any all reasons. Just 

as a parent will take a phone call at 2am from their child, Mary has answered students’ 

phone calls for everything from a ride to the hospital to simply wanting to say hi.  

Students love a listening ear and open mind, but Mary’s most powerful tool for 

students is prayer. “Mary has an amazing ability to sense a spiritual need.  Her prayers 
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are heartfelt and on target,” says Hitcher. Whether or not a student is a weekly or once-a-

year attendee at church or Bible study, prayer is always employed on them by the Wesley 

leader. Mary may not be able to always tell her students that she cares about them or ask 

them in person about what is going on in their lives, but she can pray to God about their 

safety or direction in life.  

Another way Mary lets her students know she is thinking about them is through 

her Facebook page. She constantly updates Wesley members with fun anecdotes about 

her life, as well as religious notes and discussions. Most importantly, she let her students 

know she loves them by posting pictures of their various adventures together or by 

tagging the Wesley members in posts she knows the students will appreciate.  

Something to take note of is that Mary is actively involved in Wesley 

Foundation’s multiple pages for alumni and current students, as well as her own personal 

Facebook page. These pictures and stories are not solely on Wesley pages; she has 

Wesley pictures on her page too, which shows that her love for her students extends 

beyond a working relationship.  

Wesley Foundation has grown substantially over the last four years. In the fall of 

2012 Mary was promoted from a campus and youth pastor at NUMC to solely the 

position of leader of Wesley Foundation. This growth of the group and need for a full 

time pastor for university students is a testament to Mary’s leadership and the church’s 

draw of younger and older alike. Mary has shepherded many UD students since her 

inception at the church in 2005. With her strong conviction in her faith and youthful 

personality, Wesley will no doubt continue to grow in the years ahead.  
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