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Her parents were both from the 
South — they met when her mother, 
Elizabeth, was his nurse in an 
Alabama hospital — and Gwen 
remembers trips to the deep South as 
a child. Every summer, their family 
drove to Alabama to visit her mother’s 
people in rural Wilcox County — a 
house with an outhouse, a metal tub 
for a bath, and an icebox — and then 
to her father’s hometown of Mansura, 
Louisiana. Mosquitos, allergies, hot 
humid weather, and “nothing to do” 
made it a miserable vacation. 

When her father was elected 2nd Vice 
President of the LCMS (in 1971, the first 
African American elected to a leadership 
position in the Synod), he applied for a 
vicar, since he knew the extra traveling 
would make it di�cult to keep up with 
everything at his large parish. 

Gwen Marshall: 

G wen Lavalais Marshall grew 
up a pastor’s daughter and a 
big city girl, born and raised 

in the booming city of Philadelphia. 
Her father, Rev. Dr. Joseph Lavalais, 
served St. Philip’s Lutheran Church, 
a black Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod congregation founded in 1917, 
currently 500 members strong. 

By Christine Scheele Weerts

STRONG STEPS 
FOR GOD’S GLORY



When the new vicar arrived, Gwen didn’t pay much 
attention. She could tell he was not familiar with city life, 
as he was a quiet and reserved young man from Buena 
Vista, Alabama, a town she had never heard of. Besides, 
her mother had told her years ago never to marry a 
pastor: As the shepherd, he must tend to his �ock, and 
he would often be away from home.
Her mother died when Gwen was just 18; her father did not 
want to compromise her education, but Gwen eventually 
transferred from Howard University to Hahnemann 
Medical College to help at home. Gwen was busy; she 
was studying microbiology, working in the �nance o�ce 
at night at Mercy Douglas Hospital, and helping keep the 
home running smoothly for her very busy father. 
Gwen and her friends felt sorry for the small-town vicar, 
so on rare days o� they would show him city life; they also 
took him to Atlantic City and the Jersey shore. A few times 
— when her father asked — Gwen took Vicar Marshall to 
the hospital where she worked so he could visit the sick.

The vicar told her 
about life in his 
beloved Buena 
Vista, Spanish 
for “Good View,” 
but she was 
not interested. 
Alabama was a 
state both of her 
parents had moved 
away from — in 
fact her father, who 
served Alabama 
churches for �ve 
years, was the �rst 
African American 
Lutheran called to 
a pastor a church 
north of the 
Mason-Dixon line.
But slowly things 
changed. The 
vicar’s kind, 
gentle spirit, his 
compassion for 
the congregation, 
and his love of 
family — seven 
brothers and three 
sisters — attracted 
the hard-working 
city gal, and they 
fell in love. All 

the vicar had to do was drive 1,300 miles to Mansura, 
Louisiana, to get permission from the family matriarch, 

Mary Lavalais — Rev. Lavalais’s mother. A year later on June 
16, 1973, after Marshall graduated from seminary, Pastor 
and Gwen were married. They loaded his car, added a small 
U-haul trailer, and headed to his �rst call — in Alabama.
Gwen cried the whole way.
The car couldn’t handle the load, so the air conditioning 
went out. Gwen broke out in hives. But they were headed 
to beautiful Buena Vista, a place that sounded something 
like a luxury golf course, so that comforted her.
When they turned o� a two-lane highway onto a red dirt 
road — no paved street, no sidewalks, and big water-
�lled ditches — she asked where they were. “Buena Vista,” 
pastor replied. 
“You have GOT to be kidding me.”
To pastor, this was Sweet Home Alabama. They pulled 
up to the family homestead, a simple wood house with 
a tin roof, where they were greeted by chickens, dogs, 
and Ulmer Marshall, Sr. That night, sleeping in the front 
bedroom, Gwen was sure the raucous chorus of crickets 
and cicadas would lift the house o� the ground and dump 
the young, married couple in the woods. In the morning, 
her father-in-law loudly greeted them with the news that 
he had caught — and killed — a snake in the chicken coop 
and it was hanging on the fence, if anyone wanted to see.
It was a short visit.
When they �nally arrived in Mobile at Pastor Marshall’s 
�rst parish, Trinity Lutheran Church and School, they were 
greeted by a small unassuming church, sitting on a dirt 
road next to the swamp-like community of Trinity Gardens.
They are now in their 46th year of service to the Trinity 
congregation and school, which has expanded in size and 
outreach. It sits on a paved road and has a large sanctuary 
and expanded school; its members strive to reach the 
community with the Word and deeds of mercy. Rev. Dr. 
Marshall serves also as pastor at Bethel Lutheran Church 
in Spanish Fort. They have one son, Jermaine, and a 
grandson, Landon, six.

“I knew nothing but LWML.”
Gwen brings a lifetime of identity with the Lutheran 
Women’s Missionary League to her newly elected position 
as District President of the LWML Gulf States District (which 
includes Alabama, the Mississippi Gulf Coast, and the 
Florida panhandle).
Gwen grew up attending LWML meetings from childhood 
on. “We knew nothing but the LWML,” she said. Wherever 
their mother went, Gwen and her sister followed to 
meetings, retreats, and mission service projects. “We had 
no idea anyone thought of LWML as an ’old ladies’ society,” 
she said. “Our mother was extremely involved, and we were 
there with her.”
The family Mite Boxes were faithfully �lled at every meal. 
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“Back in those days, families ate together. When we came to the 
table, we knew to put our change into the Mite Box. Those boxes 
stayed pretty heavy.”
Gwen became active in the LWML at Trinity, which has become 
one of the largest LWML groups in the state. She has served as its 
vice president, secretary, and the chairperson of Christian Growth, 
the Annual Tea fundraiser, Mother’s Day luncheon, and the Annual 
Prayer Breakfast. She is past president of the Azalea Zone and has 
served on the board of directors of the LWML Gulf States District as 
zone president and �rst vice president. She is also a member of the 
LWML at Bethel Lutheran Church, Spanish Fort, where her husband 
has pastored for 35 years.
The Trinity LWML is active and engaged with the community 
and with the congregation. It works on several mission outreach 
projects, including the Penelope House for battered women, and 
raises money for LWML Mission Grants. The members take dinner 
to homebound members, sponsor special meals for seniors and 
mothers, provide school supplies, support children at Trinity’s 
school, give high school graduation gifts, and provide college 
scholarships. And they worked very hard on hosting the 2019 
Mobile LWML Convention.
“I must say very humbly, it was a mountaintop experience to be 
one of the Host Districts for the Convention in Mobile and for my 
husband to have been the Proclaimer for the Thursday Opening 
Worship Service. To God be the Glory!”
In her early years in Mobile, Gwen ful�lled her promise to her 
father by completing her bachelor’s degree at the University of 
South Alabama, with a triple major in Biology, Psychology, and 
Sociology. After teaching one year at Trinity’s school, she got a job at 
AmSouth Bank, where she worked for 30 years, serving as assistant 
vice president, personnel o�cer, branch manager, and loan and 
investment o�cer. She is an independent sales director with 
Mary Kay Cosmetics, and has been with the company for 22 years, 
reaching many sales goals.
As a member of Kiwanis International, she was recognized 
as 1995 Kiwanian of the Year and has held many leadership 
positions with Business Networking International. Gwen also 
sings with Trinity’s Gospel choir, serves on the Altar Guild, and is 
a youth Bible study teacher. 
One of her greatest joys is serving on the board of House of Grace, a 
Christ-centered, residential recovery program for women addicted 
to drugs or alcohol, which also runs Hannah House, a drug/alcohol 
recovery program for addicted expectant females, helping them 
become drug-free before their babies are born. Through this 
program, more than 300 babies entered this life healthy, rather than 
addicted to drugs or alcohol. 
“I felt such a sense of peace when I �rst walked onto the House of 
Grace campus. I knew this was something I wanted to be involved 
with,” she said. “No one is turned away; the agency receives no federal 
money. Many of the residents have attended Trinity on Sundays.”

Gwen and Rev. Marshall with two con�rmands on Con�rmation 
Sunday 2018, Bethel Lutheran Church, Point Clear, Alabama

Gwen and Gulf States Azalea Zone leaders at the LWML Gulf States 
District Convention in Gulf Port, Mississippi
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Mission Connections: Rosa Young, Mother of Black Lutheranism 
Gwen has deep connections to Lutheran missionary Rosa Young,
who was born in 1890 in rural Alabama and helped start more than 
35 Lutheran churches and 30 schools, serving black students. 
Gwen’s father — one of 13 black pastors who came out of St. Paul, 
Mansura, Louisiana — served as circuit rider, preaching at several of 
those church-schools from 1938 to 1943, including Good Shepherd, 
Vineland; Messiah, Bashi; St. Matthew, Arlington; St. Luke, Lamsion; 
and, Bethany, Nyland.
Gwen’s husband, the Rev. Dr. Ulmer Marshall, Jr., grew up in one of 
Dr. Rosa Young’s schools, attending St. James Lutheran in beautiful 
Buena Vista. Rosa Young recalls starting that church-school in her book, 
Light in the Dark Belt (CPH): 

“I �rst went to Buena Vista on August 20, 1916, having been 
invited there by a man who wanted a Lutheran mission 
established. I rode in an oxcart with Sister Luella McCants, who 
had moved from Sedan (a nearby community with St. Andrew’s 
Lutheran church-school). The following evening I spoke to a 
large crowd. Quite a number expressed the desire to have a 
mission. After making a second trip, I organized a Lutheran 
Sunday School and called it St. James.”

Pastor Marshall also attended Alabama Lutheran Academy in Selma, 
where Miss Young was his eighth grade teacher. 
When the rural Alabama families moved to urban areas, they took their 
love of their Lutheran church and school with them, starting Lutheran 
churches and schools in Detroit, Chicago, Los Angeles, Pensacola, and 
Mobile. One of those church-schools was Trinity. It is the last school 
begun through Dr. Rosa Young’s ministry that is still in operation, thanks 
to Pastor Marshall’s deep commitment to Christian education and to 
continuing the legacy of Rosa Young. There are 130 students enrolled in 
the school and day care ministries.
“Rosa Young was such a humble woman, with a devout spirit to bring 
light of the Gospel to those in spiritual darkness,” Gwen said. “I’m amazed 
at how passionately she persevered, despite great odds against her. 
Because of her faithfulness to the Gospel, she brought about a revolution 
in black ministry through Christian education for our children (and future 
pastors). We need more Rosa Youngs today.”
In her 46-year marriage, Gwen has learned that her mother was right: 
The shepherd of the �ock is committed to his people, his church, his 
community, and is rarely home. But she cherishes the opportunity to 
serve alongside the esteemed Rev. Dr. Ulmer Marshall, who has come 
a long way from the shy vicar in Philadelphia, to holding leadership 
positions in the LCMS, at Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, for the LCMS 
Southern District, and proclaiming the Word at many national gatherings.
Asked her favorite Bible verse, Gwen says, “That’s easy. Isaiah 40:31: But 
they who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with 
wings like eagles; they shall run and not be weary; they shall walk and not faint. 
“That’s why we’re always running — to church, to school, and out in the 
community — sharing our love of Jesus.”

Christine Scheele Weerts is a member of the LWML at Bethlehem Lutheran Church, Prattville, Alabama.

Gwen and Rev. Marshall at the LWML  
Mission Walk in Mobile, Alabama

Gwen and Rev. Marshall have celebrated 46 years 
together in marriage.
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