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As I write this letter, the excitement and energy of Homecoming are 
still fresh in my heart. What an incredible week it was. Our campus 
was alive with laughter, music, and that unmistakable Mars Hill spirit. 
Seeing alumni, students, faculty, and friends reconnect and celebrate 
what this special place means to everyone reminded me that Mars Hill 
is far more than a collection of buildings. It feels like home and it is a 
closely-connected community of faithful friends where relationships 
last a lifetime.

Homecoming felt especially meaningful to me and Terry personally, as it came on the heels of the 
announcement that we will retire at the close of this academic year. The outpouring of kindness, 
encouragement, and shared memories we’ve received from the Mars Hill community has been 
humbling. Thank you for your kind words, your prayers, and your belief in our mission. It has 
been the honor of my career to serve as your president and to work alongside so many who are 
passionate about transforming lives through education grounded in meaning and purpose.

As I look ahead, my heart is full of gratitude and hope. Mars Hill is rising. We have seen the 
highest freshman retention rates in decades. We are about to bring a new campus center 
online to promote the flourishing of students, and in fact, the entire campus community. We 
have implemented a new general education curriculum focused on building character. We are 
innovating and brainstorming as we navigate a very challenging higher education and economic 
environment, but while doing this we are staying true to our values. The best way to honor what 
has been built over the years is to continue investing in the university’s future. 

I ask you to keep Mars Hill close to your heart too. Consider ways to support the mission 
financially. Send us students who will thrive here and share your time and talents. We need you 
like never before. Every gift, every referral, every prayer makes a difference.

Thank you for caring about your school, thank you for investing in our students, and thank you for 
being a part of this wonderful community. Roll Hill Forever!

Tony Floyd

President, Mars Hill University
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Mars Hill University announced in mid-September 
that President Tony Floyd, J.D., will retire at the 
conclusion of the 2025–26 academic year, following 
spring graduation. 

Since joining Mars Hill University as its 22nd president 
in 2018, Floyd has guided the institution through a 
period of significant growth, resilience, and renewed 
spirit. His leadership has been marked by a deep 
commitment to students, faculty, staff, and the 
broader community, positioning 
the university for continued 
success well into the future.

During his tenure, President 
Floyd oversaw the completion of 
transformative campus projects, 
including the renovation of 
Marshbanks Hall, the renewal 
of the Sunken Garden, the 
renovation of Harrell Pool and 
the Chambers Gymnasium 
lobby, the addition of an indoor 
batting practice facility, the 
development of the Trammell 
Family Park on Main Street, 
the renovation of Moore Fine 
Arts Building Lobby, and the 
launch of the Together We Rise 
campaign, bringing the new 
campus center to life.

Floyd championed enrollment growth initiatives like 
the Local Lion Promise, Judge Blackwell Scholars, 
and Laurel Scholars. He also brought the Cothran 
Center for Career Readiness to the forefront of the 
MHU student experience. He oversaw the launch 
of new graduate degrees, Master of Management 
and Master of Arts in Criminal Justice, and new 
undergraduate degrees in entrepreneurial leadership, 
community and nonprofit leadership, biomedical 
sciences, ecology and conservation, graphic design 
communications, and web development. He brought 
esports, acrobatics and tumbling, flag football, and 
Olympic weightlifting to enhance athletics offerings.

President Floyd guided the institution through the 
COVID-19 pandemic, ushering in online learning 
and safety measures that held enrollment steady 
throughout that challenging period. He also led the 

campus during the aftermath of Hurricane Helene, 
encouraging many hours of community service work 
by students, faculty, and staff in nearby areas.

Floyd currently serves as chair for the Appalachian 
College Association and chair of the South Atlantic 
Conference Presidents Council.

“Serving as your president has been the honor of a 
lifetime,” said Floyd in a campus announcement. “I 
am deeply grateful for the trust you placed in 

me, for the work we have 
accomplished together, and for 
the relationships that I will carry 
with me always. Mars Hill is a 
special place, rooted in mission, 
guided by faith, and filled with 
people who care deeply about 
one another and about making 
a difference in the world.”

The Mars Hill University Board 
of Trustees will begin a national 
search for the institution’s 
next president. Board Chair 
Brent Townsend expressed 
gratitude for Floyd’s leadership, 
noting, “Since joining Mars 
Hill University on June 1, 2018, 
Tony has been an integral part 
of our institution, leading with 
an unwavering commitment to 

the mission statement of Mars Hill University. Under 
his leadership, we have weathered challenges and 
reached new heights that once seemed out of reach. 
Tony’s contributions have left an indelible mark on 
Mars Hill University, and we are profoundly thankful 
for his service. We also want to recognize his wife, 
Terry, for the many ways she has supported Tony and 
shared in his commitment to Mars Hill. Together, they 
have given so much to this community, and we are 
excited for them as they step into their next season of 
life.”

President Floyd will continue to serve through the 
2025–26 academic year, ensuring a smooth transition 
to new leadership. The university will share plans in 
the coming months to honor him and his family for 
their years of service to the Mars Hill community.

PRESIDENT FLOYD TO RETIRE  
IN MAY 2026

Tony and Terry Floyd
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Scenes from...

HOMECOMING 2025

October 9-11
Capturing the Memories
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1.	 Bonnie Pearce Davenport ’50.
2.	 Professor Emeritus C. Robert Jones 

stands beside his portrait in the newly-
named C. Robert Jones Lobby of Owen 
Theatre.

3.	 50th Class Reunion: 1975.
4.	 50th Class Reunion: 1974 (postponed 

from 2024).
5.	 40th Class Reunion: 1984 (postponed 

from 2024) & 1985.
6.	 Homecoming King Javonte Sherman of 

Valdosta, Ga., and Queen Bri Weimer of 
Venice, Fla., with President Tony Floyd. 

7.	 Alumnus of the Year Wayne Higgins ’75 
(right) and President Tony Floyd.

6
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by Mike Thornhill, Director of Communications

For 32 years, Tim Clifton built more than a football 
program at Mars Hill University. He built a family.

As the winningest coach in program history, Clifton’s 
legacy is measured not just in victories—though there 
were plenty of those, including two Mountain Division 
Championships in the last four seasons—but in the 
lives he shaped. Over 100 All-Conference players. Six 
NFL players. More than 20 All-Americans, including 
Jonas Randolph, the only Harlon Hill Trophy winner in 
South Atlantic Conference history.

But if you ask Clifton what matters most, the answer 
comes back to family every time.

“Our goal has been to help you become good fathers 
and husbands and hopefully we have done that,” 
Clifton said when announcing his retirement in 
August, addressing the generations of players who 
passed through his program.

Director of Athletics Rick Baker, who worked 
alongside Clifton for 31 years, saw that commitment 

firsthand. “His football coaching accolades speak 
for themselves but working beside Coach Clifton for 
31 years I saw more than that,” Baker said. “I saw 
a man who loved to win but more than that, loved 
to develop young men into good fathers and good 
citizens.”

After 49 years in coaching—including 17 years before 
arriving at Mars Hill—Clifton made the decision to 
step away and spend more time with his own family, 
particularly his four grandchildren. “I have decided 
to retire after our 32 years here at Mars Hill and 49 
years in coaching to spend more time with my family, 
especially our four grandchildren—we just had 
another brand new granddaughter this summer,” he 
said.

That legacy will be formally celebrated later this 
season when Clifton is inducted into the Mars Hill 
Athletics Hall of Fame during the final home game 
on Senior Day—a fitting capstone to a career that 
transformed the program.

Passing the Torch:  
New Leader; Same Mission
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The Same Foundation,  
A New Perspective

When it came time to find Clifton’s successor, Mars 
Hill didn’t have to look far. In fact,  they didn’t have to 
look at all.

Kevin Barnette has been part 
of Mars Hill football for more 
than four decades. He played 
as a standout defensive back in 
the 1980s, earning second-team 
All-American honors and still 
holding the school record for 
most interceptions in a game. He 
was inducted into the Mars Hill 
Athletics Hall of Fame in 1998. And 
for the past 37 years, he’s been on 
the coaching staff—31 of those as 
defensive coordinator under Clifton.

“I want to thank Coach Clifton for, number one, hiring 
me when he got here, and all that he’s done for the 
program,” Barnette said. “It’s been very monumental, 
his hand being on it and what he’s done.”

But Barnette brings more than coaching experience 
to the role. He grew up in Mars Hill, just down the 
road from campus. This isn’t just his alma mater—
it’s his hometown.

“I grew up in this community from a very small child 
and the support that I’ve had throughout my life has 
been absolutely amazing,” Barnette said shortly after 
his appointment. “I think that this is a key point for 
the town of Mars Hill, for the university, that I step in 
this position because it kind of represents them, as 
well.”

What makes this transition work is the shared 
philosophy between the two coaches. Clifton 
built a program centered on developing young 
men of character. Barnette plans to maintain that 
foundation.

“We always give them an opportunity to be drawn 
toward Jesus Christ, which is first and foremost. 
We don’t force it on them by any means, but we 
give them the opportunity,” Barnette said. “But at 
the same time, we try to build a structure of how 
young men are supposed to respond, how they’re 
supposed to react, and how they’re supposed to 
tame all of those different instincts so they can be 
really productive for family, for the community, and in 
everything that they do.”

The 2025 MHU Coaching staff: front, l-r: Jonathan Sarratt, 
offensive coordinator/RB’s/QB’s coach; Kevin Barnette, head 
coach/defensive coordinator. Back, l-r: Austin Boyd, assistant 

coaching staff; Beau DeBerry ’24, assistant coaching staff; Brady 
Moyers, assistant coaching staff; Thomas Hearn, offensive line 

coach; Chuck Phifer, defensive line coach/assistant strength and 
conditioning coach; Luke Goodwin, linebackers coach.

Baker emphasized that Barnette shares the same 
values-driven approach that defined Clifton’s tenure. 

“Coach Barnette, like Tim Clifton, is a competitor who 
wants to win,” Baker said. “However, his main goal is 
to lead student-athletes so that when they leave MHU 
they will be positive leaders in their communities.”

Yet Barnette also brings fresh energy to the role. For 
the first time in his coaching career, he’s involved with 
both sides of the ball rather than focusing solely on 
defense. “I’ve been the defensive coordinator almost 
my entire time here,” he said. “So being connected to 
both sides of the ball is really, really important and 
being able to work with our offensive coaches about 
what we’re doing on that side of the ball, as well.”

“Coach Barnette, like Tim Clifton, is a competitor 
who wants to win. However, his main goal is to lead 
student-athletes so that when they leave MHU they 
will be positive leaders in their communities.”

Rick Baker, Director of Athletics
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His coaching philosophy centers on creating an 
environment where players can be themselves. “I just try 
to make everybody feel comfortable,” Barnette explained. 

“I think that’s really important, to be able to do that so that 
everybody won’t be on edge and they can be themselves, 
and I think we’re a whole lot more productive in that 
fashion.”

Continuity and Community
One of the strengths of this transition is the continuity 
throughout the program. Longtime assistant coaches 
Chuck Phifer and Jonathan Sarratt remain on staff, 
providing stability and institutional knowledge.

“Those guys are pillars in the coaching profession,” 
Barnette said. “They’re excellent and they really take 
great pride in what they do, work at a really high level, 
and we’re really close friends, so it’s rather unique.”

The depth of connection between Barnette and the 
broader Mars Hill community became clear when his 
appointment was announced. “I wasn’t aware of how 
many people I’m connected with, and they all reached 
out to me in some form or fashion,” he said. “It was really 
overwhelming. I’m still getting phone calls and text 
messages.”

Those connections span decades of players, many of 
whom Barnette coached alongside Clifton. It’s a network 
that stretches across the country, a testament to the 
lasting impact of the program both coaches have built.

The 2025 season has brought a unique advantage: seven 
home games, the most in recent memory. The Mars Hill 
community has responded, filling the stands as the Lions 
have gone 3-2 at home so far. 

Two Hall of Famers, One Program
In many ways, the story of Mars Hill football over the past 
three decades has been the story of two men working in 
tandem. When Clifton arrived in 1993, he found Barnette 
already on staff and wisely kept him. Together, Clifton 
provided the vision and leadership as head coach while 
Barnette became a trusted partner in building that vision, 
particularly on the defensive side of the ball.

Now, as Clifton steps into retirement and a well-deserved 
Hall of Fame induction, Barnette steps forward to lead. 
Both are Hall of Famers. Both have devoted their careers 
to developing young men. Both understand that football 
is a vehicle for something larger.

Above: Clifton and Barnette, on the field. 

Passing the Torch, cont...
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When President Tony Floyd set out to choose a chair 
for the Together We Rise Capital Campaign that would 
fund the Campus Center, he said he immediately 
thought of Trustee Wayne Higgins.

“This building is called the Campus Center but it’s for 
students, and I asked myself, who loves the students 
like I do?” Floyd said. “Wayne came to mind because 
he is the ultimate advocate for students on our 
campus.”

His advocacy for students as individuals and as part 
of the university community, his often-expressed love 
for all that MHU stands for, his generosity, and his 
leadership have made him successful as the steering 
committee chair. And these values have ultimately 
contributed to the success of the campaign itself.

ALUMNUS OF THE YEAR WAYNE HIGGINS
“The Ultimate Advocate for Students”

These values have also made him an obvious choice 
for Alumnus of the Year, 2025. 

For over 32 years, Higgins, a resident of Weaverville, 
N.C., has been part of the leadership of Mars Hill 
University. He was initially a member of the board of 
advisors (1993-1998) and has been a member of the 
board of trustees since 1998.

Whether in committee meetings or informal 
conversations, Higgins is known for keeping the focus 
on students, as reflected in his initial charge to the 
campaign steering committee: “I told our campaign 
steering committee, at the very beginning: ‘this new 
facility, it’s all about the students. If we ever lose that 
from the heart, we might as well quit doing what 
we’re doing.’”

Wayne and Patty Higgins

by Teresa Buckner, Director of Publications
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During the visit to Mars Hill, he was deeply influenced 
by a conversation with David Matthews, a member of 
the financial aid staff, who told him, “Wayne, if you 
really want to come here, we’ll find a way to get you 
here.”

Higgins left that day convinced that Mars Hill was 
where he wanted to complete his education. In 
addition to the assurance that paying for college 
was possible, Higgins said it was the atmosphere on 
campus that drew him.

“People were 
interested in 
me,” Higgins 
said. “They were 
interested in 
me, as both a 
person and a 
student, and they 
were interested 
in helping me 
fulfill something 
that I wanted to 
achieve.”

And that, Higgins 
said, is something 
that he continues 
to see at Mars Hill. 
It is a quality that 
makes him want 
to give back and 

makes him proud to be associated with MHU.

“This school is like that. The people here take an 
interest in their students, and it makes a huge 
difference,” he said.

Despite working multiple jobs, both on and off 
campus, Higgins said he had a great experience at 
Mars Hill. He majored in business, played intramural 
sports, and dated Patty Ingle, a student at the 
University of North Carolina at Asheville whom he’d 
known since elementary school.

In August of 1975, Wayne and Patty married. (They 
celebrated their 50th wedding anniversary this past 
August.) Soon after graduation, he began working at 
Mountain Farm Credit—which later grew into Carolina 
Farm Credit. Higgins spent his entire career at the 
institution, retiring in 2021.

Higgins serves his community in numerous ways, 
in addition to his work at Mars Hill University. He 
has been a member and local and district officer of 
the North Buncombe Optimist Club since 1978. He 

According to Floyd, Higgins brings both practical 
and spiritual gifts to the table in his guidance for the 
university.

“Wayne is gifted with financial acumen because the 
nature of his business was banking,” Floyd said. “He is 
also able to lead. And honestly, he is sort of a spiritual 
leader in some ways. He quite frequently seeks to 
link what we’re doing to scripture and to what we all 
believe our calling is, which is to help these young 
people to find their purpose and find meaning in their 
lives.”

Importantly, 
Higgins and his 
wife, Patty, are also 
generous in their 
financial support 
for students, both 
individually and 
as a part of the 
university. They 
have made 
numerous gifts to 
various projects on 
campus through 
the years. With 
respect to the 
Campus Center, 
the Higginses have 
been instrumental 
in giving matching 
gifts that encourage others to give. They are also the 
founders of two annual scholarships for Mars Hill 
students who graduated from North Buncombe High 
School, where they both went to high school.

Since he lives close to campus, Higgins can visit 
campus often to stay in touch with faculty, staff, and 
students, and he is a fixture at Lions athletic events, 
especially football, basketball, and volleyball.

“If you walk through the dining hall with him, he’s 
high-fiving young people because he knows them,” 
Floyd said. “He also knows the people who work here 
because he’s here several times a week. And he’s just 
an uplifting, positive guy.”

Higgins came to Mars Hill as a first-generation, 
transfer student in 1973. Having grown up in 
Weaverville, Higgins spent two years at A-B Tech. 
When he visited schools as possible options to 
complete his bachelor’s degree, he knew that paying 
for college would be an uphill battle.

Above: Higgins surrounded by some of the people who make  
his work at MHU worthwhile: the students.

Higgins, cont...
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served on the board of the Western North Carolina 
Rescue Ministries for 16 years. He is involved with 
Baptist ministries both locally—through his church, 
Weaverville First Baptist—and beyond, having 
participated in numerous mission trips through the 
years. Higgins said he has had the “tremendous 
blessing” of being involved in prison ministry for 
many years at Craggy Prison, and of supporting the 
Boys and Girls Homes of North Carolina and the 
Optimist International Foundation, both of which 
provide many services for youth.

For over 35 years he has been involved in a special 
ministry to carnival workers with the Mountain State 
Fair. He is the sole remaining founding member of 
the ministry, which seeks to provide the workers 
with access to medical and dental care, any needed 
clothing or other personal items, and spiritual 
guidance. The goal, he said, is showing the workers 
their importance as individuals, as well as “sharing 
the hope we have in Jesus,” he said. 

Higgins’ involvement in serving others is an 
outgrowth of his deep Christian faith. He said the goal 
of his efforts to make life better for others is an effort 

to help all people understand how deeply loved they 
are by God.

“In this world, with all your challenges, with all your 
stresses—and we’re going to have them—there’s 
Somebody that loves you beyond anything you can 
imagine,” he said.

That belief flows over into Higgins’ attitude toward 
supporting MHU students as a trustee, as a donor, 
and as a member of the Mars Hill community.

“For me, it’s about giving students the best experience 
they can possibly have in a school of higher 
education. It’s about those students having a good 
experience, then leaving here and making their way 
in the world to touch other people in a powerful way, 
and going on to do great things. That’s what drives 
me.”

And, he said, he wants to give back to students the 
same thing that initially drew him to The Hill in 1973.

“Let’s provide them a place to learn; let’s give them a 
good education; and at the same time, let’s let them 
know that we care about them. We really care about 
them.”

Together We Rise Campaign In the Final Stretch
by Greta Byrd, Vice President for Advancement

As we watch the Campus Center construction near 
completion, we are excited that the final stretch 
of fundraising is within reach. We are grateful for 
a generous $250,000 estate gift that will be used 
as a matching challenge toward the funds needed 
to complete the Together We Rise Campaign. This 
extraordinary gift not only accelerates the finish line 
but also doubles the impact of every contribution 
that will be made. We are deeply grateful to the 
donors whose vision and generosity have brought us 
to this milestone, ensuring that the Campus Center 
will stand as a testament to their lasting investment 
in the future of Mars Hill. 

The Campus Center will open its doors to students 
in the spring semester, offering a dynamic space for 
gathering, learning, and building lifelong connections. 
A formal ribbon-cutting will be held later in the spring, 
with the date to be announced. For our students, this 
building represents more than bricks and mortar—it 
is a transformative place that will shape their Mars 
Hill experience for years to come.

Together, with the support of alumni and friends, we 
are creating a vibrant hub of campus life that reflects 
both the generosity of our community and the bright 
promise of our students. 
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Cultivating Character  
for a Fulfilling Life
General Education Fills A Vital Role at MHU

By Dr. Maria Moreno, Professor of French, Dean of General Education;
Dr. Lucia Carter, Professor of History, Director of Character in the Core

Students entering Mars HIll University this fall will complete a 
two-year selection of courses that, as a group, compose the 
university’s new general education program, which is titled 

“Cultivating Character for a Fulfilling Life.” As its name implies, 
the new curriculum emphasizes the development of character 
as the foundation for the educational building blocks that 
will follow.

In the wake of this recent refresh, two professors have taken 
the opportunity to review the reasons for general education 
as a crucial ingredient to a liberal arts education. They 
examine its historical role at MHU, and consider why these 
classes are so important for producing well-rounded, well-
educated adults.



Mars Hill, the Magazine  | Fall 2025       15

CENTRAL TO THE MISSION
As an institution of higher education, MHU strives to 
educate the whole person and to empower students 
to achieve their full potential. 

General education—or “gen ed”—is central to this 
mission: gen ed courses expose students to a variety 
of disciplines, perspectives, and ways of thinking. In 
doing so, they complement the major, which equips 
students with knowledge that is specific to one field 
of study. Similarly, gen ed courses help students build 
skills that will serve them in any situation: solving 
problems, working with others, thinking critically, 
evaluating information, writing clearly and effectively. 
Our goal is that, by studying a broad range of subjects 
and developing a broad range of skills, students will 
become well-rounded individuals who can thrive in 
this diverse and complex world.

While we have remained steadfast in the pursuit of 
this objective since the days of our founding as the 
French Broad Baptist Institute, our approach to it has 
necessarily evolved, as different times bring about 
different challenges. For this reason, both academic 
programs and the general education curriculum are 
revised periodically. 

GUIDED BY THE STRATEGIC PLAN
Since it transitioned from a two-year college to a four-
year institution in 1962, Mars Hill has offered general 
education components that have varied in size and 
duration. When “Foundations and Perspectives,” the 
most recent iteration of MHU gen ed, neared its tenth 
year of life in 2023, faculty embarked on a process of 
inquiry to determine what our next gen ed program 
should look like. The process was guided by the 
administration’s charge outlined in the 2023–2028 
Strategic Plan: “Redesign the general education 
program to ensure rigorous study of the liberal arts in 
the context of 21st century higher education.” 

Inevitably, the unprecedented speed with which 
the professional world is changing became a focal 
point for us, and we asked ourselves: “How can we 
help our students get the tools they need while being 
adaptable enough to enter a world that is constantly 
shifting?” 

Several key takeaways emerged from this quest: 
students, faculty, and staff agreed that our focus 
should be on broad-based knowledge with 
transferable skills, and that there should be some 
commonality while valuing student choice. Although 
these ideas have been more or less present in 

previous versions of gen ed, the third theme that 
arose was indeed different, and it became a compass 
of sorts: an emphasis on dispositions such as 
curiosity, professionalism, adaptability, and open-
mindedness. 

The two-year process of redesigning our general 
education curriculum provided a meaningful 
opportunity to reflect on what we were already doing 
well and to identify areas for growth in the core 
requirements. 

“INTENTIONAL AND VISIBLE” CHARACTER 
DEVELOPMENT
At a small institution like Mars Hill University, 
students benefit from close, individualized support 
from their professors as they navigate the transition 
into adulthood and prepare to enter the professional 
world. Through this redesign, we chose to make the 
process of guiding students in discovering who they 
are and who they aspire to become more intentional 
and visible. 

As a result, character formation became a central 
focus of the new curriculum. Character education 
now serves as the foundation of two newly-designed 
courses within our general education program. In 
these courses, students will explore their values and 
engage with readings that encourage deep reflection 
on what it means to live a meaningful and fulfilling 
life, one that promotes both personal well-being 
and the well-being of their communities.  Students 
will also take an upper-level course that explores 
character from a perspective outside their major.   

To support this effort, we identified four core 
character assets that students will be encouraged 
to cultivate both inside and outside the classroom: 
conscientiousness, courage, curiosity, and 
compassion. 

These virtues were selected through student and 
faculty surveys and reflect the shared values and 
aspirations of our campus community. This initiative 
aligns with a national trend among many American 
colleges and universities to cultivate student 
character during one of the most transformative 
periods of their lives. This new curriculum is, in 
many ways, a return to our roots, a reaffirmation 
of our commitment to an education that places 
student growth at its center. We are proud to carry 
forward a legacy that, for the past 169 years, has been 
dedicated to helping young people find their path 
and purpose.
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Faculty focus

We would all like to believe that we are capable of 
judging facts impartially and showing fairness to 
all people, especially those who suffer from severe 
mental illness. But research published this year by Dr. 
Kweilin Lucas, associate professor of criminal justice 
at Mars Hill University, reveals that that belief might 
not always hold up in reality.

Lucas’s article (with co-author P.A. Lucas) is titled 
“The impact of race and violence on perceptions of 
justice for offenders with a serious mental illness,” 
and it found that as a rule, members of the public 
tend to view criminal offenders with mental illness 
as more deserving of punishment and less likely to 
be rehabilitated than their more mentally-healthy 
counterparts. 

Such findings, according to Lucas, can have 
implications for the impartiality of potential jury 
members and for the success of offenders in 
reentering society after incarceration. “This study is 
important because public stigma regarding mental 
illness can serve as a pervasive barrier that prevents 
people from engaging in mental health care and from 
re-entering society,” she said.

The article was published earlier this year in the 
professional publication, Criminal Justice Policy 
Review, 36(3). It is one of many articles, books, book 
chapters, and presentations that Lucas has authored 
or co-authored during her career on a plethora of 
topics, including: cybervictimization (like deepfake 
technology, sextortion, cyberbullying), interpersonal 
violence, juvenile delinquency, sexual and domestic 
violence, school violence, treatment courts, and 
military veterans who are involved with the criminal 
justice system.

As a member of the MHU criminal justice faculty since 
2019, Lucas not only teaches future members of the 
criminal justice community, but she contributes to a 
body of research that, theoretically, will inform and 
influence the criminal justice system in years to come.

According to Lucas, her two roles as researcher and 
professor fit together and expand each other. 

“I typically incorporate my scholarship into the 
instruction of my undergraduate and graduate 

courses,” she said. “My teaching has allowed me to 
intertwine my research and areas of expertise into my 
courses, which has enhanced and inspired student 
learning and creativity.”

Lucas’s work as a researcher—and the work of other, 
similar researchers—is important, she said, not just 
for future members of the criminal justice field, but 
for the entirety of American society. In part, this 
is because the U.S. has one of the largest criminal 
justice systems in the world, with over 1.9 million 
people incarcerated and several million more on 
probation or parole. 

“Studying corrections helps our students understand 
the sheer impact of our justice system on societies, 
including families, communities, and taxpayers,” 
she said. “Importantly, corrections is not just about 
punishment; it involves rehabilitation, reentry, and 
reintegration. Understanding how correctional 
systems work—or fail to work—is crucial for preparing 
professionals who want to reduce recidivism and 
promote safer communities. It is also important from 
economic and human rights perspectives.”

Currently, Lucas is collaborating on the publication 
of two textbooks. One, due out as an e-book at 
the end of 2025, and in hard copy in 2026, is titled: 
Introduction to Criminal Justice: A Modern Approach. 
The second is titled Reentry, Reintegration, and 
Policy: An Active Learning Approach, and is due for 
publication in late 2026. 

Lucas said she and her coauthors designed 
“Introduction to Criminal Justice…” as an examination 
of the strengths and weaknesses of the U.S. criminal 
justice system, with an emphasis on context and 
application for students. “A holistic picture will 
help students expand their views beyond the 
sensationalized and fictional portrayals presented in 
the media and on television,” she said.

According to Lucas, students who are interested in 
criminal justice tend to consume the many forms 
of “crime media” that are available through TV 
shows, documentaries, books, and podcasts. That 
information can have an upside for criminal justice 
educators in providing case studies and scenarios 

“...and Justice for All”:
Dr. Kweilin Lucas’s Research Focuses on the Criminal Justice System

by Teresa Buckner, Director of Publications
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for analysis, but such information should also be 
approached with caution.

“Often, television shows will show exaggerated 
forensic science, a phenomenon known as the ‘CSI 
effect,’ which portrays instant, flawless results,” 
Lucas said. A culture saturated with these ideas 
can be unaware that the very human people at the 
heart of the criminal justice system can be guilty of 
misconduct and systemic bias, leading to wrongful 
convictions.

Such shows also tend to ignore the reality of many 
satisfying criminal justice careers because the day-
to-day reality of paperwork, bureaucracy, and long 
investigations is less entertaining than the careers 
presented on screen. “Many students who pursue 
careers in criminal justice will see that the day-to-day 
job looks very different from what they see on TV,” 
she said.

The second textbook, Reentry, Reintegration, and 
Policy…”, will explore the barriers and challenges 
that individuals encounter when they are released 

from correctional facilities. The book will focus on 
approaches for reentry which are gaining acceptance 
from law enforcement and court systems and which 
may provide more successful outcomes for formerly-
incarcerated people than may have previously been 
the case, thus benefitting society as a whole. 

According to Lucas, a focus on such approaches 
is also part of educating future professionals to 
undertake their careers with tolerance, respect, and 
support for other people. 

“I encourage students to use their knowledge and 
education to benefit not only their personal pursuits, 
but other people and the larger community,” she said. 

“These ideals are especially important for people who 
work in criminal justice and related fields because, 
although accountability will always be a defining 
feature of the system, professionals who keep the 
system running need to develop a sense of empathy, 
forgiveness, and compassion for mankind.”

Dr. Kweilin Lucas, left, talks 
with criminal justice student 

Diell Mehmedi on campus.
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As a nurse in the Trauma Intensive Care Unit of 
Mission Hospital, Allie Jones Bailey ’23 sees people in 
pain every day, with injuries ranging from relatively 
minor to catastrophic. 

She has learned to comfort when she can. And 
she has learned to put her emotions aside when 
necessary to make rational decisions for medical 
care. She functions as a capable professional in the 
often adrenalin-fueled atmosphere that she calls 

“organized chaos.” 

And she loves it.

“I love working in the trauma ICU,” she said. “And I love 
people. I love taking care of people.”

When Allie graduated from MHU’s Judge-McRae 
School of Nursing (JMSON) in 2023, she was already 
a Certified Nurse Assistant at Mission Hospital. Her 
completed Bachelor of Science in Nursing degree 
opened the door for her to move seamlessly into a 
full-time nursing position.

When her brother,  Austin, who is also a nurse, 
encouraged her to “get out of her comfort zone,” by 
working in trauma, she was hesitant at first.  

“I said, ‘there’s no way that I can handle that!’” but 
with her brother’s continued encouragement, she 
tried it and quickly found her niche. 

Though seeing people in pain can be difficult 
emotionally, Allie said her job also allows her to see 
the amazing resiliency of the human body.  

“I think about how incredible and resilient our bodies 
are, how much they can endure and still work.” 
She said. “I’ve seen patients who had a traumatic 
accident, and I wondered, ‘how in the world are they 
ever going to walk again?’  And then three days later, 
with physical therapy, they’re up and standing.”

At this point in her life, Allie said she feels very certain 
that she is fulfilling her calling. But the certainty of 
that calling grew from one of the darkest times in her 
young life.

“My grandfather, who I was really close to, was 
diagnosed with dementia when I was in high school, 
and so my family took care of him during my high 
school years,” she said.

By the time Allie was a junior in high school, she was 

filling the role of a nurse for her grandfather, guided by 
her brother. Allie was inspired, not just by his example, 
but also by the work of the hospice nurses who took 
care of her grandfather closer to his death. 

“Those nurses not only took care of him, but they took 
care of us as a family,” she said.

Those experiences, Allie said, showed her the 
importance of nursing and pushed her to pursue 
it herself. When she decided to come to Mars Hill 
University, she had already made the decision that 
nursing would be her major. 

“I said to myself, ‘yeah, that’s how I want to be a nurse. 
I’m not just taking care of a patient, I’m taking care of 
the whole family as a unit,’” she said.

Allie first considered Mars Hill because it was faith-
based and close to her home in Leicester. But once 
she got on campus, she found an atmosphere where 
she felt cared for as a whole person. And in the JMSON, 
she found a close-knit program that helped her to 
thrive. 

“It’s definitely a close-knit program. You learn to 
become very close with your fellow students and 
faculty and staff. You’re pretty much stuck together 
for two years, and it seems like you are studying every 
hour of the day. I mean, this program takes over your 
life for a little while.”

The nursing school was all the more challenging due 
to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, which had 
discontinued a lot of in-person learning. Allie’s class 
was the first to go back to in-person clinicals in the 
local hospitals.

“Clinicals were a little bit different because we were all 
just coming out of the worst of the pandemic. And so 
it was a relearning year for us students, relearning for 
staff, relearning for the university as a whole.”

The difficulty, however, made Allie all the closer to the 
nursing faculty and her fellow students. “We got really 
close, and it was good. We had to lean on each other a 
lot to get through,” she said.

Although her nursing education was time-consuming, 
Allie was active as a student-leader in Fellowship of 
Christian Athletes with her then-boyfriend, Trevor 
Bailey. Trevor and Allie married in the fall of 2024. The 
two now live in Leicester. Trevor is a teacher at Erwin 

Mountain Mover: Allie Jones Bailey ’23

FINDING CALLING IN THE DARKNESS

by Teresa Buckner, Director of Publications
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Middle School and a coach at Erwin Middle School 
and Erwin High School.

Looking back, Allie believes that God used the 
awful time of her grandfather’s decline and death 
to awaken in her a desire to care for others. And 
she believes that He led her to Mars Hill, where 
she was the recipient of the kind of “whole person” 
caring that she now tries to bring into her nursing.

“I don’t just care about my patients and what 
physically is going wrong with them. I would 
rather them remember me as someone that 
made them feel safe and comfortable, and 
acknowledged and loved and cared for. 
Sometimes that’s even more important than the 
physical part,” she said. 

Right: Allie Bailey, at work in the Trauma ICU.
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Of all the skills one might use on a mission trip to 
build houses, most people might rank artistic ability 
low on the list. But for Aydan Ammons, the innate 
ability and training that she uses in her art therapy 
major at Mars Hill University became an essential tool 
for showing love to children in a village near Ahero, 
Kenya. While other members of the team worked on 
house construction, Aydan reached out to children in 
the community through face painting.

“It was just such a beautiful thing to see those kids’ 
faces light up,” Aydan said. 

Pastor Shane Cassida said that, although Aydan 
was the youngest member of the mission team, she 
played a vital role in the work that the church did.

“Aydan’s artistic skills captivated the kids and teens 
we met. Kids gravitated to her as if there were no 
cultural or language barriers at all,” he said. “Love 
and a sweet spirit are able to do that.”

Although face painting was one way that Aydan 
ministered to children in the area, she also “did more 

than her fair share of digging in the mud and swinging 
a hammer,” Cassida said.

Aydan was one of eight people who traveled to 
Kenya from Beech Glen Baptist Church in Mars Hill. 
In addition to Aydan, a senior at MHU, the team 
included two MHU alums: Cassida ’96 and Dwayne 
Buckner ’85, as well as MHU Director of Publications 
Teresa Buckner. 

The building program, called Houses of Hope, is 
coordinated by North Carolina Baptists on Mission, 
and it involves building houses for families in need 
in the area of Ahero, Kenya. The Beech Glen group 
purchased materials and built the underlying 
structure for four houses. Recipients of the houses 
were chosen by local pastors in Kenya.

At each site, team members rotated between 
construction work, activities with the children, or 
joining local pastors in visiting members of the 
community.

Painting in the Colors of Love
Mountain Mover: Aydan Ammons ’26

by Teresa Buckner, Director of Publications
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The seeds of the mission trip that grew to fruition in May 2025 began back 
during the pandemic, when a church in Kissi, Kenya, reached out to Beech Glen 
online, requesting Bibles in Swahili. Through numerous messages and videos 
that followed, the Mars Hill congregation learned more about the Kenyan 
church—called Glory Fellowship—and of its struggles to feed and care for the 
over 50 children (at that time) who lived in the church orphanage. 

The online relationship gave the Beech Glen congregation an opportunity 
to meet some financial needs for the orphanage. And as that relationship 
continued, Aydan began to experience a calling that she could not ignore.

“I felt that my heart was just pulling me to Kenya,” Aydan said. “But I didn’t know 
how that would be possible.” 

It turned out that several other church members were feeling the same pull, 
including Cassida. He began to quietly research organized mission trips in the 
Kissi area and was amazed and delighted to discover a trip organized through 
Baptists on Mission located in Ahero—just two hours by car from Kissi. 

That close proximity meant that on Sunday of the mission trip, the Beech Glen 
group was able to travel to Kissi, where they met and worshipped with their 
online friends, face-to-face. They were also able to tour the orphanage (which 
had, by then, grown to over 70 children), and meet many of the children who 
lived there.

Cassida sees the message that came online, the ensuing relationship, and 
the opportunity presented by the state Baptist organization as a providential 
opportunity.

“This was a very simple case of God clearly and unmistakably calling our 
church to join His work in Kenya,” Cassida said. “What began with a request on 
Facebook for Bibles in Swahili resulted two years later in several members of 
the church—including Aydan—meeting and worshipping with Glory Fellowship 
Church and Orphanage. Only God can do that.”

May is the rainy season in Kenya, so the house construction work was dirty and 
muddy. It involved digging deep, narrow holes with sticks and hands. Vertical 
wooden poles were placed in those holes, and then smaller limbs were nailed 
horizontally to form a structure for the house exterior, which was made of either 
tin or mud. 

The resulting structures were modest and rough by American standards, but 
according to Dwayne Buckner, the overwhelming gratitude of the recipients 
became clear after the first house was completed. 

“When people are so grateful for so little, it humbles you and makes you 
reevaluate your own need for gratitude,” Buckner said.

Aydan agreed: “There were several inches of mud on the floor of that first house, 
and that was where they were going to be sleeping that night. But we were met 
with such joy from that family. They were so thankful and so grateful to have a 
roof over their heads and walls around them. It was a beautiful and humbling 
experience.”

Aydan said she believes that the work she and her team did in Africa was very 
much in line with what it means to be a member of the Mars Hill University 
community. 

“At Mars Hill, we are very much about reaching out to others and spreading 
community and love,” she said.

PHOTOS: upper left and above—1. Aydan paints 
children’s faces in a village near Ahero, Kenya. 2. 

Aydan works on house construction. 3. The children of 
Glory Fellowship Orphanage in Kissi, Kenya.  

4. A completed house with a tin exterior.  
5.  Lions on mission, in front of a completed house 

with a mud exterior—Pastor Shane Cassida ’96, 
Aydan Ammons, ’26, Dwayne Buckner ’85, and Teresa 

Buckner, director of publications.
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This summer, the Bailey Mountain 
Cloggers traveled to Slovenia to take part 
in an International Folk Festival, joining 
performers from six other countries. 
During their visit BMC showcased their 
talents to audiences from Slovenia and 
around the world, while also immersing 
themselves in the dances and cultural 
traditions shared by fellow participants. 

The MHU Esports team came away from the 
spring 2025 season with a record of 49-5, a fifth 
place national finish in the College Call of Duty 
League (CCL) and championship titles in both the 
CCL league the CXP league and the Playfly Varsity 
Division.

Championship titles were: CXP Major 1 Champions, 
CXP Major 2 Champions, CCL Conference 
Champions, CCL Regional Champions, and Playfly 
Varsity Division Champions.

Campus News

Music City Drum Corps spent two weeks at the end 
of June on the Mars Hill campus preparing for their 
summer competition season. The ensemble, made up 
of over 165 young musicians from 26 states and Puerto 
Rico, brought energy and talents to the community, 
preparing drill work and choreography. Photos courtesy 
of Music City Drum Corps.
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This year’s New Lions 
Bailey Mountain Hike 
started under blue skies, 
but driving rain soon 
moved in, causing most 
students to turn around 
early. A few brave souls 
did continue to the top for 
popcicles and photos in 
front of the “We Made It to 
the Top” banner. 

In August, President Tony Floyd presented the Gibbs 
Outstanding Teacher Award to Dr. Chris Cain ’99. In addition 
to being a professor in the Education Department, Cain is 
coordinator for the Master of Education and Academically 
and Intellectually Gifted programs, director of the Center for 
Engaged Teaching & Learning, and the MHU liaison for the N.C. 
Department of Public Instruction.  

The Gibbs Outstanding Teacher Award recognizes excellence in 
teaching at MHU. It rewards outstanding classroom performance, 
development of teaching methods and materials, and influence 
on students and other teachers. 

John M. Liposchak is the new Vice President for Finance at MHU. 
Liposchak, a resident of Weaverville, N.C.,  is a 1985 graduate of Wofford 
College, where he obtained his B.A. in accounting. 

John worked in the financial world in Charlotte from 1989 through 2012 
with Wells Fargo/Wachovia. In 2012, he moved to Western North Carolina 
when he became the Director of Advancement Services at UNC Asheville. 
He worked continuously at UNC Asheville until 2024, serving in roles as 
business officer/budget office, university budget director, and later vice 
chancellor for budget and finance, which included budgeting, information 
technology, and campus operations. 
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The summer and fall of 2025 provided several opportunities for MHU Alumni to 
gather, have fun, and relive memories. In late July, alumni in Mars Hill gathered at 
Owen Theatre for SART’s production of Smoke on the Mountain. In August, Asheville-
area alumni gathered at an Asheville Tourists game (photo below) and in September, 
Durham-area alumni gathered at a game of the Durham Bulls (photo at right). Stay 
tuned to the Mars Hill Alumni facebook page for future opportunities for fun and 
fellowship!

Tim Lolley ’83 has joined Mars Hill University as Director of Alumni 
Relations. Tim returns to his alma mater with a wealth of experience in 
ministry and community leadership, and a deep passion for building 
meaningful connections.

A former senior pastor, chaplain, and the longtime public address 
announcer for the Asheville Tourists, Tim is well known for his warmth, 
enthusiasm, and dedication to bringing people together. “Mars Hill will 
always be home for me,” Tim said. “I’m honored to help alumni reconnect 
with Mars Hill and with one another.”

Campus News

MHU Launch, an exciting and fully-
funded summer program at Mars Hill 
University, allows selected students 
to start their college journey early, to 
encourage confidence and success. 

This summer, the three-week program 
took place during August and included 
opportunities to engage with peer 
mentors and MHU faculty, a head start 
on academics, and fun trips throughout 
Western North Carolina.
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Athletics

Athletic Director Rick Baker received 
the David Riggins Service Award from the 
South Atlantic Conference in May 2025. The 
award is named in honor of David Riggins, 
the former men’s basketball coach and 
director of athletics at Mars Hill University. 
It is awarded annually to an administrator 
at a SAC member institution based on his/
her outstanding service to their institution 
and the South Atlantic Conference.

Mars Hill University honored those who generously support its athletic programs at 
the first Lions Athletic Club Donor Dinner on  September 5. 

Director of Athletic Giving Payton Allen said “Our Lions 
Athletic Club members not only help support our student-
athletes in competition, but also in their quest for education. 
Our donors therefore are responsible for giving our athletes 
the best experience possible at MHU. Our athletic programs 
cannot thrive at the level that they do without the support of 
those who join the LAC.”

Several awards were presented to donors who have made a special difference in 
the past year. Stuart ’86 and Jackie Jolley received the Lion Spirit Award to for their 
exceptional volunteer service to Mars Hill University Athletics. Paula ’79 and Rob Kahn 
received the Lion Pride Award for scholarship gifts that empower student-athletes. 
And Wayne ’75 and Patty Higgins received the Lion Legacy Award for their unwavering 
support and dedication to Mars Hill University athletics.

Right, top to bottom: Jackie and Stuart Jolley, Paula and Rob Kahn, and Patti and Wayne Higgins.

Richard Purser is the recipient of the 2025 College Completion 
Scholarship from Mars Hill University. This is the fourth year of the 
scholarship contest, which awards one full-tuition scholarship to an adult 
who wants to earn a bachelor’s degree through Mars Hill’s Adult and 
Graduate Studies program.

Purser is currently the service shop manager of a car dealership in 
Charlotte, N.C. Seeking advancement in his career, he completed an 
associate degree at South Piedmont Community College in 2023, but 
found cost to be a barrier to further education. He was nominated for the 
award by his son and daughter-in-law, both of whom are MHU alums.
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Athletics

Mars Hill men’s soccer’s Peter 
Plougmand was named the 2024-
25 South Atlantic Conference Male 
Athlete of the Year, as announced by 
the league in June.

Plougmand, a senior from Odense, 
Denmark, in December also became 
the first men’s soccer player in 
MHU history to earn the D2CCA 
Ron Lenz National Player of the 
Year. Following his graduation in 
December 2024, Ploughmand was 
signed to play for the Chattanooga 
Football Club professional soccer 
team.

The women of the Mars Hill 
Lions Flag Football team are 
hard at work this fall preparing for 
their spring season. The team’s 
first regular season game is set for 
February 28, 2026, but fans can get 
a sneak peek at a scrimmage match  
planned for November 15 in Meares 
Stadium.

Left: Sykiya Tatum (left) and the whole team 
(below) warm up before practice. 
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Student-athletes are now traveling in 
style, in a brand-new, 30-passenger 
Athletic Bus decked out in Mars 
Hill blue and gold, thanks to Dr. 
Charlie Trammel ’59, trustee emeritus. 
Trammel is a resident of Memphis, 
Tenn., and a previous recipient of the 
Philanthropist of the Year award. 

SCHOLARSHIP FUND

WWW.MHU.EDU/GIVING

•	 Endowed Scholarships are funded by gifts to 
the university for a designated scholarship. 

•	 Endowed scholarships can be given in your 
name or anyone’s name that you would like to 
honor. 

•	 Groups like classmates, teams or family 
members can combine funds to create an 
endowed scholarship. 

•	 The minimum amount to start an endowed 
scholarship is $50,000. 

•	 The initial endowment can be funded over  
5 years. 

Mars Hill Scholarship Fund  
Endowed Scholarships

Honor a loved one with an  
endowed scholarship fund. 



28     Mars Hill, the Magazine  |  Fall 2025

Class Notes

Sallie Ray Bowers Wilkerson ’44 celebrated her 
100th birthday on June 24, 2025. She had multiple 
celebrations, including visits from 
family members and former piano 
students as well as a family and 
friend celebration at Stone Ridge 
Gracious Retirement Facility, 
where she lives. She enjoyed all 
the festivities wearing her 100th 
tiara. She also received letters 
from the N.C. Governor and the 
President of the United States 
congratulating her on her 100 
years. A music/piano major at 
Mars Hill College (and later, at Meredith College), 
Sallie Ray taught piano for most of her adult life. 
She also served as the music director of Ginter Park 
Baptist Church in the 1950s. She and her husband, 
Charles Wilkerson, married on Valentine’s Day, 1959, 
and they had three children and seven grandchildren.

Dan Locklair ’71 retired from full-time teaching after 
43 years at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem 
on Monday, June 30. Locklair, an accomplished 
composer, was honored that day by radio station 
WDAV 89.9 FM  in Davidson, N.C., with broadcasts 
of many of his significant works. More information 
about him, including a biography and list of works, is 
available at www.locklair.com.    
Lou Ann Long Morgan ’71 was posthumously inducted 
into the Henderson County Education Hall of Fame 
in April 2025. She was a beloved physical education 
teacher at Dana Elementary School in Hendersonville, 
N.C., and is widely recognized for her work in outdoor 
education. Earlier in her career, she taught at at 
Farmer Elementary School in Asheboro, and Flat Rock 
Junior High School in East Flat Rock, N.C. After her 
passing in 1997, the Kiwanis Club of Hendersonville 
established the Lou Ann Morgan Leadership Award 
to honor P.E. teachers who embody her spirit of 
excellence.
Susan Eckstine Riddle ’75 was posthumously 
inducted into the Henderson County Education 
Hall of Fame in April 2025. Her career in education 
spanned over two decades, and included preschool 
as well as elementary teaching in Mills River and 
Glenn Marlow elementary schools. Her National 
Board Certification and dedication to mathematics 
earned her recognition as the Henderson County 
Public Schools Outstanding K-5 Math Teacher and 
District Elementary Math Teacher of the Year. She 

played a pivotal role in professional development, 
organizing workshops at all levels and contributing to 
curriculum development. She also served as the lead 
teacher of Dana Elementary School in Hendersonville. 
Robert “Bob” Pruett Allen, Jr. ’76 retired as 
Education and Administration Pastor from Edwards 
Road Baptist Church (Greenville, S.C.) in January 
2025. He and his wife, Linda Anderson Allen ’78,  
retired from the International Mission Board, 
Southern Baptist Convention, in December 2015. 
They served through the IMB for 29 ½ years. Most of 
that time was spent in Kenya, where Linda helped 
train the wives of pastors. Bob taught in the Kenya 
Baptist Seminary, directed the Swahili language 
school, served as the administrator for Eastern and 
Southern Africa, and supervised ongoing training for 
missionaries in Sub-Saharan Africa. They also served 
in Richmond, Va., and in Uganda. The Allens now live 
in Greenville, S.C., and have two adult children.
David Swann ’81 and Joy Drake Swann ’83, visited 
the first Mars Hill—also known as the Areopagus—
at the Acropolis in Athens, Greece, in September 
2025. The original Mars Hill 
in Athens—for which MHU 
is named—is where the 
Apostle Paul preached during 
second missionary journey, 
as recorded in Acts 17. The 
Swanns said they fondly 
remember learning about that 
Mars Hill from Professors Bob 
Melvin, Tom Sawyer, and Page 
Lee during their time at MHU. 
Kim Wiggins ’84 retired as a high school administrator 
from Clay County Schools in Middleburg, Fla. in 
2021. Prior to her administration work, she spent 14 
years teaching middle and high school in Turkey and 
Italy for the Department of Defense. During her time 
overseas, she traveled extensively in Europe, South 
Africa, and the Middle East.
Matt Miller ’86 has been 
named the Chairman of the 
Virginia Board of Veterans 
Services for 2025-2026. The 
Board of Veterans Services is 
responsible for monitoring the 
welfare of Virginia’s veterans 
and setting policies to enhance 
veteran services across the 
commonwealth. He said he looks 

Sallie Ray Bowers 
Wilkerson ’44

The Swanns at Mars Hill in 
Greece.

Matt Miller ’86, center



Mars Hill, the Magazine  | Fall 2025       29

forward to the board continuing its work to improve the 
lives of veterans. 
Karla Miller Aldridge ’89 recently retired as chief financial 
officer of Catawba County Schools in North Carolina. Her 
career included 32 years of state service in the finance 
departments of Burke County Public Schools, Caldwell 
County Schools, and Catawba County Schools. She said 
she attributes much of the success of her career to her 
education at MHU.
Suzanne Reece ’93 has accepted a new ministry role as 
Minister of Discipleship and Missions with First Baptist 
Church of Rome, Ga. The new role began in September 
2025. Prior to this opportunity, Suzanne lived and served 
for 20 years in Birmingham, Alabama. 
Becca Pizzi ’02 is now in 
the Guinness Book of World 
Records for completing the 
North Pole Marathon in the 
fastest time ever for a woman:  
4 hours, 46 minutes, 21 seconds. 
She beat the record from 2014 
of 4:52:45. Becca has also twice 
competed in and won the 
women’s division of the World 
Marathon Challenge, which involves completing seven 
marathons in seven days on seven continents.
Laura Rice ’13, was recently hired as the executive director 
of the Friends of Ecusta Trail in Hendersonville, N.C. The 
Ecusta Trail is a former rail line which is being transformed 
into a multi-use greenway spanning 19.4 miles between 
Hendersonville and Brevard, N.C. 

Trustee emeritus Mike Kelly ’82 has been 
selected to serve as Rotary 
International Director for 
2027-29 for Zones 30 and 
31, which cover portions 
of Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, 
Tennessee, Alabama, 
Illinois, Kansas, Oklahama, 
Texas, Arkansas, Mississippi, 
and Louisiana. 

A dedicated Rotarian 
since 1998, Mike served as 
District Governor in 2016–
2017. He has also served in several leadership 
roles in the organization including as a learning 
facilitiator at Rotary International Assembly .

Mike is a certified financial planner® (CFP®), 
registered life planner® (RLP®), and certified 
executive coach. He is retired from senior 
leadership roles at Michelin, Inc. and Macy’s, 
Inc., and co-founded Right Path Enterprises, 
a leadership coaching and consulting firm, 
with his wife, Melinda. He later founded 
Kelly Financial Planning, an advisory firm 
committed to accessible and values-based 
financial guidance.

He is also the author of Leaderfluence: Secrets 
of Leadership Essential to Effectively Leading 
Yourself and Positively Influencing Others.

He and Melinda reside in Cincinnati, Ohio.

Mike Kelly ’82

Becca Pizzi ’02

President Floyd visited with a group of retired N.C. Cooperative 
Extension field faculty who met at Mars Hill University in July. 
Among the larger group were several MHU alumni, who enjoyed 
being back on campus and sharing memories of majoring in 
home economics at Mars Hill College.

Cheryl Aldridge Beck ’79, said all of the alumni had great 
memories of classes on the third floor of the Wall Building 
with faculty Mary Howell, Winona Bierbaum, Lynn Wenige, and 
Brenda Spence. She also recalled fond memories of co-editing 
The Laurel with Walter Smith and John Campbell of the Office of 
Public Information. 

“Mars Hill is a special place!” she said.

Mars Hill alumni Linda Haynie Harrell ’65, Cheryl 
Aldridge Beck ’79, Marilyn Fullam Cole ’71, and Lucy 

Young Wilson ’70, with President Tony Floyd. 
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In Memoriam

Since the last issue of Mars Hill, the Magazine, we have learned of the following deaths of alumni and other members of the MHU community.

1940s

Alice Reid Smith Campbell Lewis ’41, Gastonia, N.C., 
August 6, 2025
Lillian England Davis ’43, Hendersonville, N.C., May 
27, 2025
Mary Frances “Fran” Shields Young ’45, Durham, N.C., 
July 20, 2025
Eloise Welch Goode ’49, Apex, N.C., November 4, 2024
Jessie Roberta Gardner Weathers ’50, Winston-Salem, 
N.C., May 19, 2025

1950s

Edna Ann Shelor Williams ’50, Roanoke, Va., August 
11, 2025
Joanne Brooks Draper ’53, Roanoke, Va., January 16, 
2025
Elaine J. Buss Loutzenheiser ’53, Black Mountain, 
N.C., August 20, 2025
Carolyn Elizabeth Gragg Warford ’53, Nashville, Tenn., 
September 7, 2025
Vivian King Baker ’54, Rowland, N.C., April 20, 2025

Barbara Newton Thomas ’54, Mount Dora, Fla., 
September 3, 2025
Betty Mooney Jones ’55, Clinton, S.C., August 9, 2025
Jimmie Lee McDaniel ’55, Mount Holly, N.C., February 
13, 2025
Robert F. Randall ’55, Mt. Holly, N.C., March 18, 2025
Ann Paris Noe Womble ’55, Sandford, N.C., May 1, 
2025
William Nelson Butler ’56, Wilmington, N.C., August 
31, 2025
Ellen Lindsay Hossely Heltzel ’56, Culpepper, Va., May 
20, 2025
William Stephen Ball ’58, Hendersonville, N.C., April 
19, 2025
Douglas Clifton Lackey ’58, Louisville, Ky., September 
7, 2025
Tommy Lee Perkins ’59, Yadkinville, N.C., November 
26, 2024

1960s

Arthur Breland Collier, Jr. ’61, Columbia, S.C., July 12, 
2025

Class Notes

Lauryn Christians Higgins ’14 
gave birth to her second child, 
Everett, in March 2025. She and 
her husband, Sam Huss, also have 
a daughter, Eleanor. The family 
recently moved to Bentonville, 
Arkansas, where her husband 
works with Walmart Corporation, 
and she teaches journalism at the 
University of Arkansas. She also 
works as a journalist with the New 
York Times. 
Jenna Parker Shull ’16 gave birth 
to a baby boy, Parker, in May 2025. 
She and her husband, Dillion, 
also have a daughter named 
Emma, who is four years old. The 
family lives in Shelby, N.C., where 
Jenna teaches at Washington 
Elementary School.

Angel Verdin Green ’19 has joined Ward’s Foundation 
as the Charlotte-based organization’s first navigation 
manager. In that role, she will be developing and 
implementing a crisis navigation program and 
creating additional support networks for families 
served by the foundation, whose children have been 
diagnosed with rare diseases. 
Jaxsen Wirth ’22 was named assistant men’s soccer 
coach at the University of South Carolina in August 
2025, specializing as the goalkeeper coach. Wirth 
joined USC following a successful tenure at Southern 
Illinois University Edwardsville (Edwardsville, Ill.)
Megan Van Etten ’23 has been 
named the Beginning Teacher of 
the Year for Buncombe County 
Schools (N.C.) Megan is a fifth 
grade teacher at W.D. Williams 
Elementary in Swannanoa. She 
was nominated by her principal 
for the award, which is given to 
one new teacher per year in the 
school system. 

Jenna and Dillon 
Shull, with Emma 

and Parker. Megan Van Etten

Lauryn Higgins 
and Sam Huss with 
Eleanor and Everett.
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Cecilia Ann Broome Moser ’61, Hickory, N.C., June 1, 
2025
Ronald Gene Stamey ’61, High Point, N.C., May 4, 2025
Joyce Linda Craft Ronemous ’62, Cypress, Texas, May 
12, 2025
Noah Reginald “Regie” Teague ’63, Kernersville, N.C., 
January 22, 2025
Gary Woodrow Brookshire ’65, Valdese, N.C., May 24, 
2025
Barbara Lou Grant Reed ’65, Newton, N.C., March 15, 
2022
Ralph “Johnnie” Edwards ’66, Deltona, FL, unknown 
DOD.
Opal Patricia Grant Gilliland ’66, Florida, December 
14, 2017
Burgin Williams Edwards, Jr. ’69, Robbinsville, N.C., 
May 19, 2025
Sandra K. Carter Fletcher ’69, Mechanicsville, Va., 
May 24, 2025

1970s

Dr. Ronald Lawrence Plemmons ’71, Asheville, N.C., 
May 31, 2025
Phyllis Braswell Corter ’72, Zebulon, N.C., March 17, 
2024
Sally H. Gulley ’72, Dewy Rose, Ga., March 25, 2025
Kenneth Johnson Horton, Jr. ’73, Asheville, N.C., May 
19, 2025
Carey Elizabeth Petty Patterson ’74, Inman, S.C., 
January 16, 2025
Rev. David Lewis Robinson ’74, Newport News, Va., 
March 13, 2025
Gary Yates Biggs ’75, Elk Park, N.C., May 4, 2024
Thomas Clyde Currie, Jr. ’75, Weaverville, N.C., March 
16, 2023
Curt Wayne Fetzki ’75, Woodbridge, N.J., November 
7, 2020
Thomas “Tom” Case Reece ’75, Hickory, N.C., 
September 27, 2023
William Carroll Rogers ’75, Leicester, N.C., January 8, 
2024
Donnie Alan Slye ’75, Asheville, N.C., May 9, 2017
Kerry Emerson Way ’75, Lexington, S.C., July 5, 2025
Floyd Dayne Amason ’76, North Chesterfield, Va., 
January 6, 2025
Gerald Edward Collins ’76, Sherwood, Ark., January 
28, 2025

In Memoriam

Roger Dale Haskett ’76, Pickens, S.C., April 14, 2025
Betty Dover Hall ’78, Asheville, N.C., May 13, 2025
David Howard Johnson ’79, Lancaster, Penn., May 13, 
2023
Charles Ray Jones, Jr. ’79, Bakersville, N.C., August 
21, 2025

1980s

Stephen O’Neal Greene ’80, Marshall, N.C., May 17, 
2025
Pamela “Pamee” Cecile Mitchell Bustin ’83, Asheville, 
N.C., August 1, 2025
James Michael Southerland ’83, Brevard, N.C., June 
7, 2001
Charles Stroh Swab ’84, Asheville, N.C., April 26, 2025

Faculty, Staff, and Trustees

Charlie Crafton Narron, Jr., retired professor of 
economics and finance, Mars Hill, N.C., May 16, 2025
Juliana Cooper-Goldenberg, retired social work faculty, 
Asheville, April 20, 2025
R. Leo James, honorary trustee, Whittier, N.C., August 
3, 2025
James Kenneth (Ken) Sanford ’52, honorary trustee, 
Charlotte, N.C., August 25, 2025
Donald Schmeltekopf, former vice president and dean, 
Waco, Texas, July 30, 2025

Friends

Anthony Rudolph Floyd, father of President Tony Floyd, 
Hartsville, S.C., September 3, 2025

Anthony FloydCharlie Narron Leo James

Ken Sanford ’52
Dr. Don 

Schmeltekopf
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P.O. Box 370
Mars Hill, N.C. 28754

Learn more or
register for dinner

TREE LIGHTING: 5:45 pm 
Lunsford Commons, 5:45 pm

ALUMNI DINNER
Redway Dining Room, 6 pm

Bailey Mountain Cloggers 
CHRISTMAS PERFORMANCE
Moore Auditorium, 7 pm

DECEMBER 5, 2025

NOVEMBER 20, 2025

Join us for Christmas....

HOLIDAYS ON THE HILL CONCERT
Department of Music, Moore Auditorium, 7:30 pm


