
The movie of Rosa J. Young’s re-
markable life and ministry in some 
ways began in Neenah, Alabama, a 
community that is all but forgotten. 

That’s where she posted her October 27, 1915, letter to 
LCMS Mission Director Rev. C.F. Drewes in St. Louis, asking 
for help running her Christian school in Rosebud, Alabama, 
just three miles away. 
“I began teaching here in 1912 with seven pupils in an 
old hall where cattle went for shelter,” she wrote to Rev. 
Drewes, after having gotten his name from Booker T. 
Washington at Tuskegee Institute. “Since then I have 
bought with money collected in the community �ve acres 
of land and erected a four-room school house, besides a 
chapel which we are working on now ...”
Rev. Drewes, hearing a “Macedonian call” in her earnest 
letter, sent Rev. Nils Bakke to Alabama in 1916 to work with 
Rosa to develop a ministry to African Americans. Rosa’s 
original school and chapel became Christ Lutheran Church 
and School, serving “her people” with an education of “heart, 
head, and hands.” Rosa was the �rst one con�rmed there.
Two generations later, Kaye Dumas was born in Neenah, 
was baptized at Christ Lutheran Church in Rosebud, and 
became the key to persuading the LCMS to help �nance 
the production of the movie, The First Rosa, detailing the 
remarkable life and ministry of her “Aunt Rosa” J. Young.

Kaye shares, “The Rosa J. Young story was not simply a story 
about a black woman who started some Lutheran schools in 
the South, but how Rosa’s intense reading of the Bible, much 
like Luther’s, and hearing the preached Word, led her to 
realize it is by grace through faith that we are saved. She felt 
compelled to teach and confess that life-saving Good News 
to all ’her people.’  This movie is an LCMS history lesson.”
Susan Hill, a pastor’s wife and LWML member who was 
inspired by Dr. Rosa Young’s autobiography, Light in 
the Dark Belt, dreamt of turning her story into a movie. 
Susan and Kaye had met at the Greater Detroit LWML 
Zone Rally in 2004. 
“Susan attended a concert where the choir sang ‘Give Me 
Jesus’ — a song quoted by Rosa in her book — and she 
knew then that the movie had to be made,” Kaye says. “She 
started asking questions and sending letters to many in 
Black Ministry. She asked me to join the task force to help 
with fundraising for a movie trailer that would then raise 
money for the �lm. 
“We hosted lots of spaghetti suppers, prayer breakfasts, 
and Gospel concerts, but I could see we would have a hard 
time raising the amount of money we needed for the �lm.”
They decided to ask the Synod for �nancial assistance. “I 
have been friends with Rev. Matt Harrison (LCMS President) 
since my serving as chairman of the Church Planting Task 
Force for Black Ministry. I visited him on my many visits to 
the International Center in St. Louis when he was director 
of the Synod’s World Relief—Human Care.” explained Kaye. 
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“I felt comfortable asking him for support because I knew he was 
responsible for a reprint of Rosa’s book while he was a pastor in 
Fort Wayne, so he was very familiar with her story.”
That year, 2012, President Harrison sent Al Dowbnia and Ardon 
Albrecht to Rosebud to interview 20 former Rosa Young students. 
At the 2013 LCMS Convention, Resolution 3-09 (a resolution to 
promote Black Ministry) was amended to support the movie 
project. In February 2014, the movie project got the go ahead 
from the O�ce of National Mission. 
“Ardon Albrecht called us ‘Holy Harassers’ for the persistent way 
we kept checking in with Synod on the progress of the funding 
request, before it was formally approved,” Kaye said. 
Then began the weekly — sometimes daily — planning 
meetings with Albrecht, who wrote the script and directed the 
�lm, while Kaye recruited people to help. Kaye became the Unit 
Production Manager, and Susan handled the wardrobe. Kaye 
asked LWML members Janet Jackson (Holy Cross, Camden) 
and Gracie Hollins (Trinity, Selma) to help with props. Rev. Dr. 
McNair Ramsey, a longtime pastor in the Alabama �eld, handled 
locations for the shooting.
Filming began in Alabama in September 2014. While volunteers 
�lled many of the small parts, they used professional actors for 
the major roles. Kaye was in charge of keeping up with all the 
paperwork for the Screen Actors’ guild, as well as multiple other 
details that go into movie production on a tight budget. 
“It was interesting, exhilarating, and exhausting,” she said. 
“Ardon was a great director. The �rst day we had to �ip the 
schedule because it rained in the morning. I had to call the 
caterer to change the location to drop o� the food and an actor 
to come in earlier. There was a funeral on the day three teachers 
were scheduled to be at our �lming of 35 children in Rosebud, 
so the teachers could not come. We were blessed to have three 
teachers on site, so I enlisted the services of Mrs. Jackson, Mary 
Jones Wise (Rosa’s great niece), and Otelia Gray.” 
Kaye herself assumed a small part in the movie, when a �lming 
delay meant there was no crowd to welcome Rev. Nils Bakke at 
the train station. She got to step into the crowd in period dress 
and makeup, along with a few others who never expected to be 
on �lm, including the makeup artist, and Dr. Roosevelt Gray.
One of the most touching moments of �lming was at Christ 
Lutheran Church in Rosebud, Kaye’s early home church. When 
the children sang in the classroom, Kaye was reminded of 
children singing during her days of helping out at the school 
when she was visiting her grandmother.
Today the singing can be heard on �lm — and in churches around 
the U.S. that were founded by pastors, teachers, and laypeople 
whose lives were touched by Dr. Rosa J. Young and her legacy.
So while the community of Neenah has nearly vanished, Rosa’s 
work lives on, showing the power of the Gospel to reach from 
a forgotten community in rural Alabama to Jerusalem and in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth (Acts 1:8). Q

Bringing Rosa to Life:
Kaye, day one on location

Susan Hill sporting her crew shirt

Right to left: Director Rev. Dr. Ardon Albrecht, Kim Vieker, 
Jon Vieker (out of focus), Ben Desousa (standing)

Photos courtesy of Rev. M
eredith B. Jackson, JayPBSig Creations, Valley G

rande, Alabam
a.

 LUTHERAN WOMAN’S QUARTERLY 7




