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 A Light Shines in the Darkness 
First Baptist Church lights up green in honor of  

the victims of the COVID-19 pandemic.  Loving. Growing. Serving. 
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Loving God Out Here 
 
 Some of you know I started allergy 
shots last year. The spring of 2019 was 

not unusual for the seasonal haze 
that settled over me, but for the 
severity of that haze. I had never, 

until last year, had to take sick days for my allergies. I 
took three in 2019. After years of suffering through 
one-quarter of every year, I drove to Knoxville and 
started allergy shots. 

 The season of the year that I have for 34 years 
dreaded for its assault on my eyes and nose has been 
nothing short of remarkable this year. If you can breath 
and see in the spring, you may have already known of 
its beauty, but I didn’t. My head has been clear most 
days and I have caught myself time and again 
commenting, “I don’t remember that tree ever being 
so full of blooms” and “Wow! Is that Japanese Maple 
always that red?” and “How remarkably white and gold 
that lily is!” Until this year, I had never enjoyed spring. 
This year, I have relished it. 

 I name that for two reasons: 1.) Maybe you have 
allergies and they’re bad and you’ve been avoiding 
shots like I did; and 2.) Because I believe my experience 
with allergy shots is theologically instructive. 

 One of my favorite theologians is a Presbyterian 
(yes, Jim Woodring, one of yours) who spent 35 years 
teaching among the Jesuits that run St. Louis 
University. His latest book came out last year, and 
includes a story in the introduction as a prelude to 
what he’ll be up to for the next 275 pages. The story 
goes like this: 

 Hasidic Jews tell a story of a rebbe’s son who 
began leaving the synagogue during morning 
prayers to wander in the woods. The boy loved 
being alone in the forest. His father was 
concerned—not simply because the boy 
neglected his prayers, but because the woods 
were wild and dangerous in the Carpathian 
Mountains where they lived. One day, he asked 
his son, “Why do you go out there alone in the 
forest? I notice you’ve been doing that a lot 
lately.” 

 The boy replied, “I go into the woods to find 
God.” 

Rev. Zachary L. Bay 

 

 “Ah, that wonderful,” replied his dad. “I’m 
glad you’re searching for God. But you know, 
you don’t have to go anywhere special to find 
the Holy One, Blessed be his Name. God is the 
same everywhere!” 

 “Yes,” answered the boy, “but I’m not.” 

 The spring is the same this year, but I’m not. I 
smell it and see it and experience it differently 
because allergy shots dried by nose and eyes. The 
spring is the same this year, but we aren’t. COVID-19 
has disrupted and dislocated us, pushing us to the 
edges of our lives and routines. And as Belden Lane 
says a few paragraphs later: “We have to be pushed 
to the edge in order to see and hear what’s been 
talking to us all along.” 

 Pushed, because we human beings are reluctant 
to simply go voluntarily. Even Jesus had to be pushed 
by the Spirit into the wilderness (Mark 1:12). Today, 
we’ve all been pushed—and pulled and pressed—by a 
century-defining global pandemic. In addition to doing 
all we can to love our neighbors—speaking kind 
words, sharing what we have, generous tips at local 
restaurants, and giving to the likes of FBC, CCM, and 
ROHO—we have an opportunity to do all we can to 
love God by listening and looking and breathing in the 
wild and dangerous wooded landscape we currently 
wander. As a wise Hasidic boy once said: “Yes. God is 
the same everywhere. But I’m not.” 

 Most of you know that I have been 
the Moderator for CBFKY this past year. 

Unfortunately, we had to cancel this 
year’s Spring Gathering.  We were all sad,      
frustrated, angry, (or you put in the   
emotion) because of this.  We did 

have a Zoom business meeting.  We 
had around 45 people to attend.  It was so nice to see 
those people on the screen although in person would 
have been better.  We still talked about CBFKY, where 

we were this past year and where we are going.   
 

When I started my term as Moderator last spring 

we were at Spring Gathering.  Our theme for the 

meeting and for the entire year was “Following Christ, 

Together.”  There is some kind of irony in that today.  

Our together is from our own homes, socially distancing.  

What we normally do as a fellowship and as a church is 

done together.  We have been reinventing how that 

works in the last few weeks. 

 I am watching you as you navigate social distancing.  

You encourage me by “showing up” for worship and bi-

ble study, leaving “thank you” posts, ringing our church 

bell and posting songs and pictures.  I pray for you as we 

are separated and for each of you as you handle your 

new normal.  Praying especially for the next time we are 

able to meet in person.  I am proud of you. 

 It takes work to stay connected when we are at 

home and are feeling alone.  I challenge you to pay 

attention to what you hear and see.  Look at the places 

where God is working and join God there.  Even if it is 

“virtual,” there are many needs that require that we an-

swer yes!  A phone call, a note, a text is a lifeline these 

days. 

 I remind you of one of our favorite hymns.  First 

Baptist has a big table.  We have room for all.  Let’s keep 

gathering around it and creating joy! 

For everyone born a place at the table,  

for everyone born clean water and bread.  

A shelter, a place, a safe place for growing,  

for everyone born a star overhead.                                           

And God will delight when we are creators of  

justice, and joy, compassion and peace.                               

And God will delight when we are creators of justice;  

justice and joy! 

Beth C. Parker 

Three Ways You Can Give  

to Support First Baptist Church 
 

Give online by visiting fbcmiddlesboro.org/give  

 

 

Mail a check to First Baptist Church, PO Box 839, 

Middlesboro, KY 40965 

 

 

Call the church office to give over the phone with 

your debit or credit card.  Leave a message and 

Elizabeth will call you back in short order 

FBC Youth Make the News 
Youth members Kaylea and Brandy Martin  

decorated the church steps to encourage the  
Middlesboro community during the pandemic.  



Grief. It’s real, and it’s upon us. In my conversations with different folks around town lately, I have begun to notice a 
recurring theme: Denial about the reach and severity and reality of COVID-19 seems to be beginning to wane. The  
realization that COVID-19 is not just an event that we live through and then, afterwards, return to a pre-COVID-19 state 
is settling on us. “This is going to change things,” one person said. “I never thought I would see this country brought to 
its knees like this,” another said. I believe this is a century-defining event. Like the 1918 flu and the Great Depression 
and the World Wars defined the 20th century, this will define the 21st.  
 
As that sense settles upon us in these difficult days, it seems to me that denial about the reach and severity and reality 
of COVID-19 is waning. Not in everyone, but in most of the folks I’m hearing from. From a pastoral standpoint, the  
reality is that denial is but the first part of our human way of dealing with significant change and the loss that comes 
with it, and once denial begins to ebb, other manifestations of our grief begin to flow.  
 
For some folks, grief will begin to look like anger. “Why?!” they will 
ask, shaking their fist and clinching their teeth. The anger may attach 
itself to various aspects of life — the dirty dishes in the sink, the mess 
in the house, all the usual suspects — but the anger is likely in reality 
about the reality in which we all find  
ourselves. 
 
For some folks, grief on the other side of denial will bring a  
bargaining posture. Their questions of themselves, others, and God 
will be sprinkled with “ifs.” “What if…” “If only you…I…God had…” In 
the Andy Griffith Show, Andy was once going on “if…” and “if…” and 
“if…”, and when someone tried to interrupt, he said, “Wa…wait a 
minute! You’re interrupting my iffin’.” The iffin’ like the “Whys” may 
attach itself to various aspects of life, but the “ifs” are likely in reality 
about the reality in which we all find ourselves. 
 
And for some folks, grief will look like depression. Depression sets in when the angry “whys” and the  
bargaining “ifs” die away, and the reality of the moment sets in. Depression is an appropriate grief response to great 
change, for great change always entails some loss. And depression, too, may attach itself to various aspects of life, but 
the melancholy and restlessness are likely in reality about the reality in which we all find ourselves.  
 
Friends, the reality of the present reality is that we are all living in grief right now, and that we are, all of us, likely  
experiencing all of these things…and that is OK.  Angry “whys” and bargaining “ifs” and melancholy days are all a part of 
this for all of us. As I prayed about what I might say today to those of you who tuned in, I felt strongly that I needed to 
say this. That I needed to name our grief—yours and mine. From the Garden of Eden at the beginning to Abraham and 
Paul and Jesus at the end, the Bible makes a big deal about naming things. To name something is powerful. It changes 
the way we see it and live with it, and just in case no one else is saying the word “grief” to you and saying the words 
“that is okay” to you, I felt strongly that I should.  
 
Far too many of us are not taught in church how to hold our grief — that we don’t have to fight it or hate it or hate  
ourselves for it, as if it is some kind of indicator light of a lackluster faith. That is a shame, because Holy Week is all 
about holding grief. Holy Week exists for us in the Christian calendar as a period of time during which we are invited to 
sit with and learn from the way Jesus grieves. The phrase Jesus grieves may be startling to those of us who have long 
lived in full-solar, all-joy-all-the-time “Easter people” churches. We are Easter people, but there is no Easter without 
Good Friday, and there is no Good Friday without Jesus’ grief.  
 
Of all the New Testament Gospel writers, Matthew and Mark are the most real about Jesus’ grief. Luke records Jesus’ 
prayer “Father, into thy hands I commend my spirit”; John gets down the beautifully-altruistic line “Woman, behold thy 
son”; but neither Luke nor John write down Jesus’ raw, courageous, and grief-dripping words that appear in Matthew 
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Rev. Zach Bay leads a Holy Tuesday Devotional live 
on Facebook, as part of CCM’s Virtual Holy Week.   
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and Mark: “My God, My God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Maybe they couldn’t bear to write those words down with 
“…cried Jesus aloud” after them. I could hardly blame them for that.  
 
Beloved, grief is what Holy Week is for. It’s all in Jesus’ story.  
 
Anger in Matthew and Mark’s “My God, My God…”.  
 
Bargaining in Gethsemane, where Jesus says “Father, if its possible…”  
 
Depression -- yes, even depression -- when in John’s Gospel, Jesus weeps over Lazarus…weeps because his friend had 
died, and weeps because as John tells it, he knew that his friend’s death foreshadowed his own. 
 
Beloved, Holy Week is built for the work of grief. Yes, we are Easter people, but there is no Easter without Good Friday, 
and there is no Good Friday without Jesus’ grief.  
 
It helps me — more than even I expected as I crafted this meditation — to notice and name Jesus’ Holy Week grief. As I 
hold my own grief in the midst of our disrupted Holy Week, it helps me. As I hold my own grief about the aching of the 
whole world, it helps me. When my grief becomes anger about trivial things in my life, it helps me. When my grief has 
me bargaining for the best…or against the worst…it helps me. When I slip under the weight of depression, it helps me. It 
helps me—it holds me—knowing that Jesus grieved this Holy Week. 
 
Whoever you are, wherever you are: You’re doing fine. Be kind…to others…be kind to yourself. You are grieving and your 
grief has many confusing faces. But the good news of Holy Week is and really always has been this: God knows this road 
too. God has walked it…felt it…lived it.   
 
Name your grief. Name it to your loved ones. Name it to Jesus, whom the old hymn so aptly names “Man of Sorrows.” I 
hear Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John saying to us through Jesus’ Holy Week story that to name your grief is to put  
yourself on the path to new life. 
 
Amen. 
 

Let’s close with a prayer. It’s a prayer with which I am confident you are familiar. It speaks of the shadow of death, and 
of the God who knows that road. Join your voice with mine as you feel led. Let’s pray: 
 
Psalm 23 King James Version (KJV) 
 
The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. 
He maketh me to lie down in green pastures:  
he leadeth me beside the still waters. 
He restoreth my soul:  
he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 
Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,  
I will fear no evil: for thou art with me;  
thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 
Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies:  
thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. 
Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life:  
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.   
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Maundy Thursday is a night for old Latin church words, and old tried and true Christian traditions of worship.  
 
The first old Latin word of Maundy Thursday is Triduum. It means “three days.” Tonight, right now, we are together  
entering into the sacred terrain of the Easter Triduum. The Easter Triduum begins on the evening of Maundy Thursday, 
ends on the evening of Easter Sunday, and is a bridge between Lent’s long lament and Eastertide’s triumphant joy. The 
Easter Triduum doesn’t belong to either season, but rather, to both, and it holds both the deepest anguish and the  
highest joy of human life within it. The Easter Triduum worship we begin tonight does not end tonight with a period, but 
rather with a comma or an ellipsis. Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Easter Sunday are all together one large liturgy, 
one large worship service. Tonight, right now, we are together entering into the sacred terrain of the Easter Triduum — 
the church’s tried and true way of doing worship so as to tell the story of Jesus’ passion, death, and resurrection. 
 
Triduum is the first of Maundy Thursday’s old Latin 
church words. The second is, obviously, Maundy. The 
first time I heard this word, I thought of the way that 
my Appalachian grandmother shortened LaMonda — 
her married name. It sounded on her tongue about 
like Maundy. Maundy is the Latin church word for 
“mandate, or commandment.” We’ve just heard the 
commandments of Maundy Thursday. Jesus takes the 
bread, breaks it, gives thanks, and gives it to his  
disciples. Then, he says, the words that are inscribed  
on the front of every Baptist communion table in the 
world: “Do this in remembrance of me.” Maundy 
Thursday is the night when we recall Jesus washing his 
disciples’ feet, relive Jesus sharing his Last Supper 
with the disciples, and remember that in both of these moments we see Jesus living the Great Commandment. Maundy 
Thursday is about watching Jesus love God and love neighbor, and then going and doing the same. 
 
So, let’s see. We have Triduum. We have Maundy. Maundy Thursday has one last old Latin word for us. That word is  
Tenebrae. In just a few moments, we will observe what Christians have long called the Office of Tenebrae. I like to update 
that language just a little and call it the Service of Shadows. Tenebrae means “ darkness, or shadows.” With our Lenten 
Lights here at First Baptist Church, we spend the whole of Lent watching the light fade to smoke, one week, one candle 
at a time. As the light fades bit by bit—as Jerusalem and Golgotha get nearer — Lent’s shadows lengthen. Tonight, the 
shadows are quite long. The darkness is deep. Jesus’ last moments of freedom on earth have come. He chooses to spend 
them in John’s Gospel washing the disciples’ feet, and in Matthew, Mark, and Luke sharing his last meal with them. In all 
four Gospels, it’s not long after these events that Jesus is betrayed by a close friend, arrested, and hauled off to be  
executed.  
 
We have entered the Easter Triduum.  
 
We have shared in Maundy Thursday’s Last Supper, remembering the mandate, the commandment to love, given and 
lived by Jesus. 
 
We now come to the Office of Tenebrae—The Service of Shadows—a series of eight brief Scripture Lessons. A few 
months ago, eight Scripture Lessons punctuated by carols lead us to the starlight-bathed manger-side in Bethlehem and 
the birth of the Light of the World. Tonight, eight Scripture Lessons punctuated by silence and a deepening darkness lead 
us to the foot of the cross, where the Light of the World is snuffed out. 
 
Tonight and tomorrow and Saturday and Sunday are about Jesus. But feel free to lean in and take from Jesus’ story a 
word of encouragement for your own.  
 

Chairperson of Deacons Trish Edinger contributes a  
scripture reading to our virtual Maundy Thursday Service.   
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In whatever hardship you find yourself tonight, Jesus knows.  
  
Jesus knows anguish.  
 
Jesus knows betrayal.  
 
Jesus knows suffering. 
 
Jesus knows injustice.  
 
Jesus knows death.  
 
The minor key of the Service of Shadows is strangely encouraging. 
  
In whatever hardship you find yourself tonight — in these tough times and difficult days — Jesus knows. And that means 
that God knows, too. 
 
Amen. 
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Moments from FBC’s Good Friday Broadcast 

Minister of Music Beth C. Parker tolls the second bell.  

 

Choir Member and Deacon John Parker sings,  
“He Never Said a Mumbalin’ Word” 

Rev. Zach Bay preaches to a socially distanced  
congregation via YouTube Live. 

“O Sacred Head, Now Wounded,”  
sang by Rev. Kristy Bay  

The Seven 

Last 

Words 

of Christ 
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The Second Word  
Today thou shalt be with me in paradise. 

Rev. Zach Bay 
 
I’ve long loved this Last Word. This Last Word is both deeply subversive and filled to the brim with grace. 
 
“Today, thou shalt be with me in paradise.” Fred Craddock once did a riff in a sermon. I can’t remember what passage of 
Scripture the sermon was expounding, but I’m fairly sure it wasn’t this one. Nonetheless, the passage Craddock was 
preaching from had, like this one, the word “Today” in it. Maybe it was Luke 4 where Jesus stands up in the synagogue in 
Nazareth and reads from the scroll of Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me. He 
has sent me to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the prisoners, and recovery of sight to the blind, to 
liberate the oppressed, and to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Then, we are told, Jesus rolls up the scroll, hands it 
back to the synagogue attendant, and says, “Today, this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  
 
I think that’s the passage Craddock did his riff on. He said, “Today? Why did he have to say “Today’? Couldn’t he have 
said ‘Tomorrow’? Or ‘next week’? ‘Today’ is so urgent. So ‘right now.’ Why did he have to say ‘Today’?” 
 
Indeed. And yet, “Today” is what Jesus says in the Second Last Word. “Today, thou shalt be with me in paradise.” This 
last word is both deeply subversive and filled to the brim with grace. 
 
It is deeply subversive to our theologies—especially those of us who have built out elaborate mechanisms around what it 
means for God to “save” people.  
 
“Well, in order to be saved,” some say, “you have to be baptized.” But this thief will never have that chance. He will die 
today with Jesus. And Jesus said “Today.” 
 
“Well, you have to go to church and be a good person and ‘work out your faith in fear and trembling’”, some say. But 
this thief will never have that chance. He will die today. And Jesus said, “Today.” 
 
“Well, you have to come down to the altar and pray the sinner’s prayer and have the proper understanding of the Ro-
man Road in order to be saved,” some say. But again, this thief won’t get that chance either. And Jesus said “Today.” 
 
“Well, you have to have your heart right, and you have to call on the name of Jesus.” some claim. I suppose you could 
say this thief called on the name of Jesus, but I’m not sure his motives were pure. He was hanging, convicted, on a cross. 
And Jesus said “Today.” 
 
No matter how you theologize about how God saves sinners like us, the second Last Word complicates and subverts our 
theologies with a remarkable, amazing word of grace. The second Last Word confounds our understanding — stands as a 
check against our getting too arrogant in our theologies — and reminds us that God’s judgment and God’s grace are 
God’s to give.  
 
Jesus said to a thief who was guilty — who will never have the chance to do anything “right”: “Today…Today thou shalt 
be with me in paradise.” Amazing grace. 
 
From whom do you withdraw your grace? Who do you complain about and condemn? Will you give them grace…today? 
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All four New Testament Gospels make explicit reference to the early morning. “When the Sabbath was over,” Matthew and 
Mark observe. “On the first day of the week,” Luke and John say. As if to say Jesus kept his faith even as he died. He rested on 
the Sabbath. Just as God did in the beginning, Jesus did in this new beginning. Qoheleth, who penned Ecclesiastes, wrote long 
before that “there is nothing new under the sun.” So it seems. Christ has died, and everybody knows it. 
 

Matthew says at dawn on the first day of the week, Mary Magda-
lene and the other Mary came to look at the tomb.   
 

Mark says, “When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary 
the mother of James, and Salome brought spices so that they 
could go and anoint Jesus’ dead body.  
 

As Luke tells it, “Very early on the first day of the week, the wom-
en went to the tomb, bringing fragrant spices that they had pre-
pared.” The kind of spices you use to tend to a dead body. 
 

Even John — John with his vaulting Christology and ever-present 
parenthetical commentary that tells us exactly what Jesus knew 
and who Jesus was — even John says, “Early in the morning on 
the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene 
came to the tomb.” In John’s Gospel that begins with a trium-
phant poem about the Light of the World, darkness is never 
merely the lack of light. It means more. And we see that in Mary, 
who races back to Peter and the  
beloved disciple, tears streaming down her face, and breathlessly says to them, “They have taken the Lord from the tomb, and 
we don’t know where they have put him!” In other words: Jesus is dead.  
 

“There is nothing new under the sun,” Qoheleth wrote long before. “A generation goes and a generation comes, but the earth 
remains, as it always has. The sun rises, the sun sets; it returns panting to the place where it dawns. The wind blows to the 
south, goes ‘round to the north; around and around blows the wind; and the wind returns to its rounds again. All the streams 
flow into the sea, but the sea is never full; to the place where the rivers flow, there they always — ever — flow. All words are 
tiring; no one is able to speak a good word. The eye isn’t satisfied with seeing, neither is the ear filled up by hearing. Whatever 
has happened — that’s what will happen again; whatever has occurred — that’s what will occur again. There’s nothing new 
under the sun.” 
 

In order to understand the early morning dew-covered garden that all the Gospels point to, we must get to the place of Qohel-
eth, because that’s where the women were. All their hopes. All their dreams. All the promise of the man whom they had been 
following these past years — dashed. “Whatever has happened — that’s what will happen again,” they mutter to themselves 
as they drag themselves out to look at the gravestone. “Whatever has occurred — that’s what will occur again,” they feel in 
their hearts as the gentle breeze in the dark wafts the fragrance of the burial spices into their nostrils. “Death always wins,” 
they must be thinking. “And the powers that deal death in the world against the outsider, the marginalized, the lowly — they 
always win too.” 
There’s nothing new under the sun. 
 

Beloved, in order to have Easter — to really have Easter — we have to get that. There is no Easter at all without Maundy 
Thursday, Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and all the pain and all the grief of these nobodies who come to gaze on the tomb this 
morning. The powerful, the wealthy, the elite — they aren’t here. Just these women, and all four Gospels tell us that there is 
no Easter without the pain and the grief of these women, who count for next to nothing in their world. Beloved, in order to 
have Easter — to really have it — we have to get that. We have to get that Easter comes first to those who are disenfranchised 
and marginalized and powerless and grieving.  
 

One of my favorite Holy Week reads most years is C.S. Lewis’ The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe. Lewis was a great lover 
of religious allegory, and it doesn’t take much biblical knowledge to see the Gospel story in and through Lewis’ characters. C.S. 
Lewis’ way of pointing to this truth is to have Susan and little Lucy — the youngest of the children — and the girls in the early 
20th-century — go early in the morning to the place of Aslan’s death. “I hope that no one who reads this book has been quite 
as miserable as Susan and Lucy were that night,” Lewis writes, “but if you have been — if you’ve been up all night and cried till 
you have no more tears left in you — you will know that there comes in the end a sort of quietness. You feel as if nothing was 

Easter lilies adorn the sanctuary as FBC  
celebrates Easter virtually via YouTube Live.  
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ever going to happen again.” 
 

Beloved, in order to have Easter — to really have Easter — we have to get that. There is no Easter at all without Maundy Thurs-
day, Good Friday, Holy Saturday, and all the pain and all the grief of these nobodies who come to gaze on the tomb this morn-
ing. 
 

The girls get to the Stone Table where the evil of the world had taken Aslan. In horror, they shew away the rats. “Wait. I do 
believe,” Susan said, “But it’s odd! They’re nibbling away at the cords.” “Poor little things,” Lucy replies, “they don’t realize he’s 
dead. They think it’ll do some good untying him.” 
 

Beloved, we’ve known the end of the story — and perhaps only that — for so long that we forget this part, and yet this part is 
the part that makes space for you and for me. Who among you hasn’t lost a loved one? Who among you has never had a 
dream die? Who among you has not lived through a terrible hardship — or more than one? Who among you is not worried, 
scared, angry, grieving the 20,000 Americans who have fallen to COVID-19, and the millions more who are suffering under the 
weight of a global pandemic? Who among you, upon reflection, can’t identify with the women at the tomb and the girls at the 
table? Some more than others to be sure, but all of us. 
  

The Lion, The Witch, and the Wardrobe is one of my favorite Holy Week reads because it gets that. It holds that. And like the 
New Testament Gospels…it says and then… 
 

“And then the sky in the east grew whitish and the stars were getting fainter—all except one big one low down on the eastern 
horizon. They felt colder than they had been all night. The mice crept away again. 
 

“The girls cleared away the remains of the gnawed ropes. Aslan looked more like himself without them. Every moment his 
dead face looked nobler, as the light grew and they could see it better. 
 

“In the wood behind them a bird gave a chuckling sound. It had been so still for hours and hours that it startled them. Then 
another bird answered it. Soon there were birds singing all over the place. 
 

And then the girls took a walk. And then they heard a noise.  
 

“What’s that?” said Lucy, clutching Susan’s arm.  
 

“I—I feel afraid to turn around,” said Susan, “something awful is happening.” 
 

“They’re doing something worse to him,” said Lucy. “Come on!” she turned and pulled Susan with her. 
 

The Stone Table on which Aslan was slain by the evil or the world…it now had a great crack down the middle of it. It was bro-
ken. And there was no Aslan.  
 

As Mary Magdalene says it in John’s Gospel: “They’ve taken the Lord and we don’t know where they’ve put him.” 
 

Only...there’s an and then. 
 

The girls turn around and see Aslan behind them and talk with him and touch him and realize he isn’t a ghost and then ask, 
“But what does it all mean?” 
 

“It means,” Aslan says, “that though the Witch knew the Deep Magic, there is a magic deeper still which she does not know. 
Her knowledge only goes back to the dawn of time. But if she could have looked a little further back, into the  
stillness and the darkness before Time dawned, she would have read there a different incantation. She would have known that 
when a willing victim who had committed no treachery was killed in a traitor’s stead, the Table would crack and Death itself 
would start working backward.”  
 

And then.  
 

C.S. Lewis’ book is not perfect. I have theological questions for him. But what it says — what the Gospel narratives that it is 
based on say — is that at the end of a hard, difficult, cold, dark, night, there is always an And Then. “No power of hell, no 
scheme of man,” the old hymn says, can make it otherwise. Easter makes room for our grief and our pain, but it doesn’t leave 
that with the last word. The last word two thousand years ago “on a hill far away” and today in the midst of a global pandemic 
of historic proportions is And Then… 
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Preachers can be bad to proclaim that the Bible is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow without acknowledging that 
the reader of the Bible is hardly the same one year to the next. Truth be told, the Bible changes, modestly, when new 
discoveries are made and new manuscripts are found that shed light on its texts. But for we readers — there is nothing 
modest about it. We grow. We change. We start work. We retire. We move to a new place. We suffer and hurt; we  
celebrate and rejoice. There is nothing modest about our changing, and it happens rather quickly.  
  
As I came to this text this year, I recognized it as the same text that I come to every year on the Second Sunday of Easter 
— and I recognized that I am not the same Zach. I know this because I know how many different sermons I have  
extracted from this one story. Some years, I drill down on old Doubting Thomas, who I think gets a bad wrap. Jesus 
doesn’t seem to be offended by Thomas’ doubt. Jesus doesn’t scold Thomas for his doubt. Jesus doesn’t look at the  
other disciples and say, “Don’t be like Thomas.” Jesus responds to Thomas’ doubt, which to me, suggests that Thomas’ 
doubt is not antithetical to faith —it is an act of faith. Thomas’ courage in naming where he is moves Thomas and Jesus 
closer together, not further apart. Some years, using this biblical text, I have preached that sermon. 
  
Some years, using this biblical text, I have been drawn instead to Mary Magdalene. Her deep emotion has resonated 
with my own. Her fear and anxiety have struck a cord with me. Her doubt that what Jesus said about himself in John’s 
Gospel could be true has her racing back to tell the disciples that his body has been stolen in the night. Her return to the 
tomb after Peter and the Beloved Disciple go back home. Her confusion, and then her joy, and then her sermon to the 
disciples. Some years, I have loved to talk about how Mary Magdalene was the first preacher of the resurrection —  
because she was. She is a model for courageously being present to one’s own hardship and sorrow, and letting new life 
begin in the darkness and lead to the light. Some years, using this biblical text, I have preached that sermon. 
 
This year, I’m in a different place once again. Yes, the story is the same, but I’m not. I find myself for the 6th Sunday in a 
row standing in front of this camera talking to you out there. I haven’t scoured the documents in the history room, but I 
am confident that this is the longest period of time in our history that First Baptist Church has gone without meeting  
in-person. Yes, the story in the Bible is the same, but my story as a Christian isn’t. I go from behind one shut door at my 
house to behind another shut door here at the church house — and back again. If someone knocks, I answer, but I make 
sure that I maintain a distance that I as a southerner am not accustomed to maintaining. For weeks, I have been keeping 
my doors shut, waiting with anxiety and grief, wondering what comes next.  
 
The story in John 20 may stay the roughly the same through time, but I’m once again in a different place. This year, as I 
come to this story, all I can hear is the heavy bolt clicking into place behind the disciples.  
 
“It was still the first day of the week,” John tells us. It’s still Easter Sunday! “That evening, the disciples were behind 
closed doors because they were afraid.” The doors were shut. The door on the house, and the doors on the disciples’ 
broken hearts were shut. What’s next? What now? It is from the chronology in John’s Gospel that we get the idea that 
Jesus’ ministry with the disciples lasted three years. In John’s Gospel, Jesus celebrates the Passover three times. The  
disciples have been following Jesus for three years. Three years ago they hung it up as fishermen. Three years ago they 
left behind their families and friends to follow the call of this teacher. They were filled with optimism and hope, ready to 
make a life proclaiming the grace that Jesus taught. But something went terribly wrong. He was killed. Murdered, really. 
And the doors that had been opened were shut. 
 
We Christians can be bad to say the Bible stays the same without acknowledging that we seldom do. This year, it’s the 
sound of a heavy bolt sliding into place that I hear above all the other sounds in this story. The doors — the one that 
seals the house and the ones that seal the disciples’ broken hearts — are shut. 
 
This Lent, this Holy Week, this Easter have been different. Not just for the preacher and the Minister of Music — for all 
of us, in every part of our lives. From our work schedules to our dining rituals to our ever-lengthening and shaggy hair-
dos, the life that we’ve been living has come to a grinding halt. Some of us deemed essential are still working — but it’s 
not the same as it was before. It’s riskier. It’s more stressful. Some of us are out of work. That’s really hard. Remember 
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these folks, and give all you can to support them. We’re in this together. CCM down the street here is feeling the burden 
of that. So is our city. So are those families.  
 
This Lent, Holy Week, and Easter the doors have been shut. And yet, we’ve had sunshine and beautiful spring days. The 
doors have been shut, and yet, many of us have spent more time with family, eating and talking, than we have in too 
long. The doors have been shut, which makes us appreciate and savor every encounter we get to have — no matter how 
brief and how distanced — with a real person. The doors have of our world have been shut, but the doors of our hearts 
may just open a little in this time, if we’ll let them. Open to the tasks and conversations we’ve been putting off for too 
long. Open to meals with family and walks down the sidewalks together. Open to our neighbors — many of whom are 
struggling mightily right now and could use our help with money or goods or a kind phone call or letter.  
 
This year, as I approached this story, I heard the bolt sliding in that closed door—twice. I heard the broken hearts of the 
disciples battening down the hatches against the pain. I heard our closed doors and hearts — yours and mine. And then, 
I heard that that isn’t the end of the story. There’s another and then. And then, God shows up. Right there. Right here. 
Jesus’ disciples spent their Easter and the week the followed it behind a shut door fretting over the world and their 
place in it, and that’s where Easter happened. It would be backward to say that they found Easter there. After weeks 
behind our shut doors, we know that we don’t have that power. But what would be right to say is that Easter found 
them there. That Easter appears, exactly when and where it is needed most, each and every time. That fear and anxiety, 
anger and outrage, reduced hours or lost employment, a lack of school, a bad home life, a illness or disease — behind all 
those shut doors, that’s where Easter finds us. Even the heavy dead-bolt of death can’t shut out Easter.  
 
Easter is happening to us — you and me — perhaps more so like it did for the Jesus’ first disciples than it ever has  
before. It may just be the most biblical Easter we’ve ever had. Watch for it. Watch for the Christ who, when the world 
shuts the doors, makes it his business to open new ones and call us into a new future. 
 
Amen. 
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Loving God Out Here 
 
 Some of you know I started allergy 
shots last year. The spring of 2019 was 

not unusual for the seasonal haze 
that settled over me, but for the 
severity of that haze. I had never, 

until last year, had to take sick days for my allergies. I 
took three in 2019. After years of suffering through 
one-quarter of every year, I drove to Knoxville and 
started allergy shots. 

 The season of the year that I have for 34 years 
dreaded for its assault on my eyes and nose has been 
nothing short of remarkable this year. If you can breath 
and see in the spring, you may have already known of 
its beauty, but I didn’t. My head has been clear most 
days and I have caught myself time and again 
commenting, “I don’t remember that tree ever being 
so full of blooms” and “Wow! Is that Japanese Maple 
always that red?” and “How remarkably white and gold 
that lily is!” Until this year, I had never enjoyed spring. 
This year, I have relished it. 

 I name that for two reasons: 1.) Maybe you have 
allergies and they’re bad and you’ve been avoiding 
shots like I did; and 2.) Because I believe my experience 
with allergy shots is theologically instructive. 

 One of my favorite theologians is a Presbyterian 
(yes, Jim Woodring, one of yours) who spent 35 years 
teaching among the Jesuits that run St. Louis 
University. His latest book came out last year, and 
includes a story in the introduction as a prelude to 
what he’ll be up to for the next 275 pages. The story 
goes like this: 

 Hasidic Jews tell a story of a rebbe’s son who 
began leaving the synagogue during morning 
prayers to wander in the woods. The boy loved 
being alone in the forest. His father was 
concerned—not simply because the boy 
neglected his prayers, but because the woods 
were wild and dangerous in the Carpathian 
Mountains where they lived. One day, he asked 
his son, “Why do you go out there alone in the 
forest? I notice you’ve been doing that a lot 
lately.” 

 The boy replied, “I go into the woods to find 
God.” 

Rev. Zachary L. Bay 

 

 “Ah, that wonderful,” replied his dad. “I’m 
glad you’re searching for God. But you know, 
you don’t have to go anywhere special to find 
the Holy One, Blessed be his Name. God is the 
same everywhere!” 

 “Yes,” answered the boy, “but I’m not.” 

 The spring is the same this year, but I’m not. I 
smell it and see it and experience it differently 
because allergy shots dried by nose and eyes. The 
spring is the same this year, but we aren’t. COVID-19 
has disrupted and dislocated us, pushing us to the 
edges of our lives and routines. And as Belden Lane 
says a few paragraphs later: “We have to be pushed 
to the edge in order to see and hear what’s been 
talking to us all along.” 

 Pushed, because we human beings are reluctant 
to simply go voluntarily. Even Jesus had to be pushed 
by the Spirit into the wilderness (Mark 1:12). Today, 
we’ve all been pushed—and pulled and pressed—by a 
century-defining global pandemic. In addition to doing 
all we can to love our neighbors—speaking kind 
words, sharing what we have, generous tips at local 
restaurants, and giving to the likes of FBC, CCM, and 
ROHO—we have an opportunity to do all we can to 
love God by listening and looking and breathing in the 
wild and dangerous wooded landscape we currently 
wander. As a wise Hasidic boy once said: “Yes. God is 
the same everywhere. But I’m not.” 

 Most of you know that I have been 
the Moderator for CBFKY this past year. 

Unfortunately, we had to cancel this 
year’s Spring Gathering.  We were all sad,      
frustrated, angry, (or you put in the   
emotion) because of this.  We did 

have a Zoom business meeting.  We 
had around 45 people to attend.  It was so nice to see 
those people on the screen although in person would 
have been better.  We still talked about CBFKY, where 

we were this past year and where we are going.   
 

When I started my term as Moderator last spring 

we were at Spring Gathering.  Our theme for the 

meeting and for the entire year was “Following Christ, 

Together.”  There is some kind of irony in that today.  

Our together is from our own homes, socially distancing.  

What we normally do as a fellowship and as a church is 

done together.  We have been reinventing how that 

works in the last few weeks. 

 I am watching you as you navigate social distancing.  

You encourage me by “showing up” for worship and bi-

ble study, leaving “thank you” posts, ringing our church 

bell and posting songs and pictures.  I pray for you as we 

are separated and for each of you as you handle your 

new normal.  Praying especially for the next time we are 

able to meet in person.  I am proud of you. 

 It takes work to stay connected when we are at 

home and are feeling alone.  I challenge you to pay 

attention to what you hear and see.  Look at the places 

where God is working and join God there.  Even if it is 

“virtual,” there are many needs that require that we an-

swer yes!  A phone call, a note, a text is a lifeline these 

days. 

 I remind you of one of our favorite hymns.  First 

Baptist has a big table.  We have room for all.  Let’s keep 

gathering around it and creating joy! 

For everyone born a place at the table,  

for everyone born clean water and bread.  

A shelter, a place, a safe place for growing,  

for everyone born a star overhead.                                           

And God will delight when we are creators of  

justice, and joy, compassion and peace.                               

And God will delight when we are creators of justice;  

justice and joy! 

Beth C. Parker 

Three Ways You Can Give  

to Support First Baptist Church 
 

Give online by visiting fbcmiddlesboro.org/give  

 

 

Mail a check to First Baptist Church, PO Box 839, 

Middlesboro, KY 40965 

 

 

Call the church office to give over the phone with 

your debit or credit card.  Leave a message and 

Elizabeth will call you back in short order 

FBC Youth Make the News 
Youth members Kaylea and Brandy Martin  

decorated the church steps to encourage the  
Middlesboro community during the pandemic.  



 

 

#OldBellringeroftheday 
Governor Andy Beshear has requested that houses of worship  

ring their bells daily at 10 AM to encourage their communities. 

Doug and Judy Graham John and Teresa Brown Mark & Debra Watson Bob and Georgia Barton Phil Akers Robbie & Sherry Brumbach The Martins Chalk & Carol Stapleton David and Tina Mike 

The Wilsons The Lees John and Beth Parker JC and Ann Shumate Kevin and Traci Barnett Don and Bette Emmett The Myers David & Kayla Whitlock Logan Shaver 

Dewayne Tolliver Joel and Sharon Goodin The Bays Trent & Janice Walters The Cooks The Shumates/
Blakemans 

Bill & Sharon Burchfield Vic and Ruby Kaw CCM Staff & Volunteers 
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 A Light Shines in the Darkness 
First Baptist Church lights up green in honor of  

the victims of the COVID-19 pandemic.  Loving. Growing. Serving. 




