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Online in the Meantime

One day down the road, my
grandkids will come to me at the urging of
this history teacher and say, “Pappaw,
Rev. Zachary L. Bay what was it like to live through the
COVID-19 Pandemic of 2020?”
These are truly historic days in our
country and world, and have put us as a church in an
unprecedented position: we can’t meet together inperson. Unlike a snow day or even the series of
blizzards that hit and prevented you from meeting for
three consecutive weeks when Rev. Jack Pennington
was pastor, this time is different. We can’t look out the
window and watch the snow melt. In fact, when we
look out the window, we see sunshine and spring
growth all around. It’s an odd, dislocating feeling.
On Thursday, March 12, the world changed
overnight for me, and I knew that we wouldn’t be
meeting during the coming week. I suspected in my gut
that we wouldn’t be meeting for longer. I got to work
defining what I believed about my role as your pastor in
a socially distanced world, and I came up with a two
values that I made into mantras.
My first value: Connection. My first mantra: Online
in the Meantime. One clergy colleague liked that one so
much he suggested I copyright it. I told him that there is
nothing new under the sun, and that he was welcome
to use it, too. I pondered the terrain of my weekly
pastoral rhythm with you, learned how to use some
new technology, and began broadcasting live online on
March 15.
My second value: preserving the rituals that
ground me. My second mantra: Worship, Prayer, Study.
There are three live broadcasts a week online: Worship
on Sunday, Prayer on Tuesday, and Study on Thursday.
I’m aware that some of you don’t have access to such
things, and I wanted to include you too. The
manuscripts of each of the sermons and meditations
that I have offered are included in this special edition of
The Pinnacle. Whether you are joining me online or not,
I offer them to you as devotional material for your use
to grow your faith at home, in the meantime.
I don’t know how long we will be doing “Worship,
Prayer, and Study” “Online in the Meantime.” These are
unprecedented days. What I do know is that I am your
pastor, I am here for you, and I will continue to pray for
you and stay creative about keeping us connected as a
congregation in the meantime. Grace and peace,
beloved.

A Letter from Church Treasurer,
Stan Alexander, Jr.
Dear Fellow Members of First Baptist Middlesboro,
I am writing to you to keep you informed of the
financial status of our Church as we navigate through
uncharted waters amid the COVID-19 outbreak. We
currently have ample cash reserves to help carry us
through these unpresented times. Many churches are
surviving on a week to week basis with no cash
reserves. This gives us cause for calm hope during
these odd times.
Through the years our people have been faithful in
their giving and we should offer gratitude for their
generosity in building these reserves.
Some of our congregation will probably be
impacted financially as the result of this crisis either by
loss of job, business interruption or investment losses.
Their ability to give will be effected accordingly. I
encourage all members to give in support of the church
as you are able. The business of the Church must go
on. To accomplish this, we need your continued
support to minimize depletion of our reserves.
Thank you,
Stan Alexander, Jr.
Treasurer

Three Ways You Can Give
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.

I have been listening to a lot of music while working from home. New music and old music. One of my favorites
for years is Ken Medema. Ken is an
American musician and singersongwriter who has been perform- Beth C. Parker
ing for more than forty years. Some
of his best-known songs began as live improvisations.
Medema was born almost blind; his eyes only let
him tell light from shadow and see outlines of major
objects. He began playing the piano when he was five
years old, and three years later began taking lessons in
classical music through braille music, playing by
ear and improvising in different styles. He became a
music therapist and started performing and recording
his own songs about life and people responded. He’s
been playing and performing ever since.
When I was in high school he spent a weekend at
my home church. I was one of the dinner servers and
he asked my name. He said, “I’ll play a song for you in
the morning.” Our youth Sunday School met with him
before worship and he did write a song for me. It was
an upbeat, 50s style, rock and roll song with my name
in it! It is a great memory for me.
If Ken wrote it, I have listened to it. Some of my
favorites are Lord, Listen to Your Children Praying, Moses, Come, Let Us Reason, Lord of the Troubled Sea,
and the MusiCamp musical we sang; Story-Tellin’ Man.
He writes many of his songs from personal experience.
One song that I love is the story of when he had come
to sing in a church and on the Saturday before and the
youth had thrown a party in Ken’s honor. They had
brought in a jukebox, with his favorite songs on it, and
there are a hundred kids who are dancing.
The party was thrown for him, yet he felt left out.
He was the one who couldn’t dance. So, about halfway through the evening, this 14-year-old girl asks Ken
to dance. She wasn’t the most popular girl, didn’t have
a whole lot of friends in the youth group.
She asked him to dance. He said, “I can’t dance.”
She said, “Yeah, you can.” He said, “No, I really can’t. I
never learned how.” She said, “I’ll teach you.” So, she
drags him across the floor and they dance. It was so
energizing, and so exciting and so wonderful, he got
back to the hotel and couldn’t sleep.
Sunday morning comes, and he has written this
song. One example of how all that happens in our lives
can be a sacred moment. These are the words he sang:

She asked me to dance. I’d never tried dancing before.
I had visions of everyone
laughing me right off the floor.
“No,” I protested, “it just wouldn’t be any good.”
She gently insisted. Finally, I told her I would.
Unforgettable. She was a fresh breath of spring
on my cold winter’s day.
Unforgettable. She taught this singer to sing
a whole new way.
He asked me to dance. I’d never tried dancing before.
I had visions of saints and angels
laughing me right off the floor.
“No,” I protested, “it just wouldn’t be any good.”
He gently insisted. Finally, I told him I would.
And it was unforgettable.
He was the coming of spring on my cold winter’s day.
Unforgettable. He taught this singer to sing
in a whole new way.

#OldBellringeroftheday
Governor Andy Beshear has requested that houses of worship
ring their bells daily at 10 AM to encourage their communities.
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Mercy. What a week we’ve had in the United States. What a week we’ve had all the world over. If your
week was anything like mine, you pre y nearly only thought about and talked about only one thing. Whomever
you are and wherever you are this morning, I hope that you and yours are well both physically, and emo onally
and spiritually.
I’ve said this me and again before here at First Bap st Church: Lent is a season of liminality. Liminal, from
the La n word l‐i‐m‐e‐n, refers to the threshold of a door. Liminality is in‐between space. Liminality is already‐but‐
not‐yet space. Just as it is true that if you stand on the threshold in a doorway, you are neither the room in front of
you nor the room behind you, so in the season of Lent we are neither any longer in the enchanted wake of Advent,
Christmas, and Epiphany; nor in the bright joy of Easter. Lent is liminal.
Lent is in‐between.
This Third Sunday of Lent, not only is our liturgical life in‐between,
but so too is our wider societal life. We are now living every hour of every
day in liminal space. One of the many reasons that I believe so deeply in
joining the wider ecumenical community of Chris ans around the world in
using the church calendar to tell and re‐tell the story of Jesus Christ is that
it is a way for us to prac ce for days such at these. You have undoubtedly
heard this week a lot of talk about societal disrup on. Lent is the church
season of personal disrup on. In making commitments to pray more
earnestly, fast, and give a li le extra to persons experiencing poverty, we
disrupt the status quo of our own lives for 40 days each year. One of the
many reasons I believe so deeply in worshiping and living by the church
calendar is because the cumula ve eﬀect of years and years of Lenten
seasons build our emo onal and spiritual muscles for such a me as this.
When it comes, because we have worked out in the gymnasium of
Rev. Zach Bay preparing for his first fire‐
liminality year a er year a er year, we are more fit and prepared for
side chat, which went out audio‐only
seasons in our lives such as this one.
from his study at the church house.
That said, I’d like to spend a few moments with you this morning
on this long Gospel Lesson for the Third Sunday in Lent. This Scripture Lesson is literally the en re fourth chapter
of the Gospel According to John. It is so long that had we had worship as usual this morning, I was going to have 4
or 5 people each take a voice in the text and read it together. As it is, I had read it all. My singular male voice
reading all of that is less than ideal, but liminal moments require adaptability on my part and on yours.
There is so, so much that a preacher can say about this long, rich story of the interac ons between Jesus
and the Samaritan woman and Jesus and the disciples. For instance, no ce way the story opens. Jesus feels he
must to leave Judea, and John tells us, “Jesus had to go through Samaria.” That is more than a throwaway line in
John’s Gospel. John tells us that Jesus is from Nazareth, and Ma hew and Luke tell us that Jesus was born in
Bethlehem. Nazareth is in region of the old Northern Kingdom, and Bethlehem is in the region of the old Southern
Kingdom, and Samaria is the region in‐between. John wants you to know that Jesus is doing more than traveling.
Jesus is entering liminal space. Jesus is entering space that good, upstanding Jewish rabbis avoid. About halfway
through the region of Samaria, Jesus stops for a rest at Jacob’s Well. This, too, is more than simply a geographical
detail. Jacob’s Well is believed to sit at the opening of a ravine between Mount Ebal and Mount Gezarim. The
archeology and history is a li le convoluted, but there is good reason to believe that the top of Mount Gezarim is
the site of the temple used by the Samaritans, who were excluded from the temple in Jerusalem.
In other words, this story takes place in the holiest of Samaritan places: the rival temple to the temple in
Jerusalem. Jesus—a devout Jewish rabbi, is not merely passing through Samaria. Jesus has chosen to sit and rest at
the Samaritan holy of holies—the last place on earth he should have been.
There, he meets a Samaritan woman. It’s interes ng that John’s Gospel doesn’t name her. She has come to
draw water from Jacob’s Well. This well could have been both a menial chore so that she and her family would
have something to drink, but it also could well have been a ritual chore. This is not just any well. This is Jacob’s
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Well. This is not just any water. This is holy water. By making use of this par cular well rather than another water
source, the John could well be telling us that the Samaritan woman is a devout follower of the Samaritan version of
Judaism.
I think that detail makes sense of the conversa on that follows. Jesus and the Samaritan woman get into a
lengthy exchange about the diﬀerences them and even get into some deep theological discourse. If the woman is
there just to get a drink of water, Jesus is overbearing here. But if the woman is there as a woman of faith seeking
and longing to prac ce her faith at one of the Samaritan holy sites, then the rest makes more sense. And,
importantly, this gets us away from the old, red tropes that about her husbands that too many preachers use to
demean this woman. In context, she is a flawed human person working out her faith as best she can—no more and
no less than all the rest of us. And Jesus does Jesus here. He enters liminal space and abides there. He meets her
where she is—where he is not supposed to be. And they talk.
Now we come to my favorite part of this story. As Jesus and the Samaritan woman wind down their long
conversa on, the disciples return from the city with food for Jesus. They “were shocked that he was talking to a
woman,” verse 27 tells us. That verse should include in brackets the word “Samaritan” so as to capture the whole
picture. I can see the disciples’ mouths hanging open. They are dumbstruck. They want to ask ques ons, John tells
us, but they can’t get them out. The woman leaves, and goes and preaches to anyone who will listen in Sychar. Not
only does she preach, she is compelling! When she gets finished telling them the good news as she encountered it,
John tells us that “Many Samaritans in the city believed in Jesus because of the woman’s word.” Meanwhile, while
the Samaritan woman is doing their job, the disciples are back with Jesus at the well, oﬀering him food. They s ll
don’t have the nerve to ask him about the conversa on he was having when they walked up. They oﬀer Jesus some
food, and he does again here what he did with the Samaritan woman. The conversa on begins with mundane
details about sustenance, and then Jesus moves it to a theological discussion. I said a moment ago that this was my
favorite part of the story. No ce that while the Samaritan woman with no name begins with confusion, shows no
small amount of chutzpah with Jesus, and ends up preaching good news to her neighbors, Jesus’ disciples—Jewish
men with names—begin with confusion, stay there, and fall silent.
As Eleanor, inspired by Daniel Tiger likes to say: I love that part. And the outsider woman doesn’t stop
there. She lives the same humility that Jesus lives in this story when she leads the crowds back to the well—back to
Jesus—and then gets out of the way and lets them hear from Jesus themselves. She’s such a fine preacher—such a
person of faith—that she knows that the story isn’t about her. It’s about God. John wants you to feel the irony here
that it will take Jesus’ disciples a long me yet to figure that out.
There is so, so much that a preacher can say about this long, rich story of the interac ons between Jesus
and the Samaritan woman and Jesus and the disciples. What I feel led to say to you today about this Gospel Lesson
is this: In seasons of liminality, don’t look down your nose with incredulity like Jesus’ disciples, who are the
privileged insiders in this story. Don’t write someone oﬀ because they look or sound or act or live diﬀerently than
you do. While the Bible o en depicts cultural se ngs in which people do these very things, the Bible also
simultaneously depicts a God who works the other way.
If there one thing that seems, to me, to unify the diﬀerent depic ons we get of Jesus in Ma hew, Mark,
Luke, and John, it is this: Jesus never rests comfortably on his privilege, but rather, persistently uses it to cross
thresholds into liminal, uncomfortable, unapproved space so as to experience and share in and aﬃrm the humanity
of anyone and everyone who gets excluded by us, his disciples.
The Samaritan woman calls us to see God for who God really is: a boundary‐crossing, outcast‐including,
humble and courageous presence in all the many liminal spaces in life.
A er all: look at her and contrast her with the religious leaders back in Judea. It seems to me that John
wants us to know that liminal space, though uncertain and anxious, is where true growth happens.
Liminal space, precisely because it is uncertain and anxious—because it knocks us out of our rou ne—is
where God lives, wai ng for us to embrace transforma on like this Samaritan woman.
There’s no me like the present to begin.
God is with you.
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Dearest friends, we are living in historic days. Days full of angst and fear. Days full of uncertainty. In
response—in trying to live faithfully as your pastor in this liminal me—I have been praying and pondering my own
role and func oning as the pastor of a local congrega on in a socially distanced world. My calling is to be pastorally
present in your lives in good mes and bad, to study faith and invite you to overhear my learning and growth, and
to be a good leader of Jesus’ congrega on of Chris ans named First Bap st Church of Middlesboro, KY.
As I’ve pondered my pastoral iden ty this week, I have decided that it ma ers to me to keep my weekly
rhythm of worship, prayer, and study in place, and it ma ers to me to do that in a way that invites you to be a part
of it. I have converted my study into a studio, and
for as long as we must be apart in‐person, I plan
to keep this weekly rhythm and oﬀer it to you via
the church’s YouTube channel.
I am invi ng you to tune in live right here
for a me of altera ve worship on Sundays at 11
AM, for a me of devo on and prayer on
Tuesdays at noon, and for a me of study on
Thursdays at noon. If noon on a weekday isn’t
ideal for you, the live videos will be recorded and
cataloged on the church YouTube channel for you
to watch whenever you need a good word.
I am oﬀering these sessions both as a
means to keep in place my own pastoral rhythm,
and to keep us connected as church.
Today at this very moment, I would
normally be in the prayer room with a small
group of you gearing up to Pray a Psalm. Because
that prac ce of praying a psalm is larger than
me—because it takes all the people in the room
to pull it oﬀ well—I am not going to try to do
alone what we do together on Tuesdays. I am
instead going to oﬀer a devo onal word and a
prayer today.
So, I don’t know about your house, but
mine has been somewhat disrupted as of late.
Eleanor helping Dad, Phil, and Robbie set up for worship on
Kristy is busy trying to help LMU transi on to
Sunday, March 15, 2020, in a socially distanced world.
online and distance learning modali es. I have
been in my oﬃce fiddling with technologies that I have never used before to take the church to an online place that
it’s never been before. We have been busy and distracted by the disrup on of our usual flow of our daily lives. We
have gone to the grocery store for a few things here and there, and each me we do, the familiar places in our
community feel a li le unfamiliar. One person said to me yesterday that going out feels eerie. There are fewer
people about, and the ones you do see are head‐down and moving on. It’s an odd experience to have in a normally
warm and friendly Appalachian town like Middlesboro.
I have been busy minding the bridge of a sailing ship that has dri ed into dead calm waters, and working to
be mindful that I respond appropriately. I neither want to under‐respond nor over‐react. The winds will come again,
and un l they do, I can and should keep us pointed toward the right bearing, but it won’t really help anyone if I run
fran cally around the deck pulling on ropes. Perhaps you have been busy this week ge ng rope‐burned hands;
perhaps this is moment is God calling upon you to hold on a li le more loosely and trust that the wind will again li
the sails, but that isn’t up to you. All you can do is make sure the ship is on the right heading so that when
movement comes again, you don’t find yourself way oﬀ course.
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One of the ways I keep my head about me is to keep a morning prac ce of reflec ve prayer and journaling.
I do this with my coﬀee in a chair in the back room of the house. I use a podcast that leads me through a prayer of
examen. This morning as I reflected on the last 24 hours, I gave thanks to God for Eleanor. What a gi she is. Her
world is so much smaller—and in a way so much larger—than mine. She wakes up, she wants juice and Daniel
Tiger. She goes to the babysi er, she comes home, and we play and eat and play and wash dishes and play. The
night before last, Eleanor and I got under the blankets on the bed in her room and pretended we were camping.
She yawned, played her head down on my arm, and closed her eyes. “Go to sleep, Dada!” As soon as I closed my
eyes, she said, “What’s that? Did you hear that?” “What is it?” I asked. “It’s a wild animal. It’s out there!” “What
kind of wild animal?” “Oh, it’s just a li le lizard.”
Eleanor’s world is so much smaller than mine. She has no idea that the world around her has ground to
halt. She has no idea.
But Eleanor’s world is so much larger than mine, too. Without her help, I don’t see the camping tent on the
bed. Without her help, I never hear the lizards moving around in the house. Without her help, I stay up in my head
and never se le down in the present moment.
Eleanor is a master of being present in the present moment—doing neither li le nor too much—but just
being there. Playfully. Imagina vely. Fully.
As I prayed this morning, I gave thanks to God for once again proving right the words of Isaiah 11:6:
The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a li le child shall lead them.

Study with the Pastor ‐‐ March 19, 2020
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Good Thursday to you, First Bap st Church. As promised, I am here in my study‐turned‐studio at the church
house to do my Thursday noonday broadcast. Before I get to a devo onal word and my prayer, I want to update
you on what I’m up to as your pastor in these wilderness wandering days.
In accordance with the latest CDC guidelines, Trish, Bill, and I, have decided that we will not have in‐person
church services for the next two weeks. I say in‐person church services because the church is not closed. The
church cannot close, for you and I—we—are the church, and we are s ll called by the living Christ to be about
God’s work in the world—even a socially distanced world. We are closing the church building for the next two
weeks to all ac vi es, but we as church will con nue on.
For me as your pastor, that means that during the next two weeks, I will be right here—Live—on the church
YouTube channel on Sundays at 11 AM, on Tuesdays at
noon, and on Thursdays at noon. I will be following my
usual pastoral rhythm of worship, prayer, and study
right here with you. If the mes I have chosen are less
than ideal for you, you will be able to find all of the
videos on the church YouTube channel even a er the
live broadcasts.
I encourage you to tune in. To stay connected in
this way. I hope to oﬀer you pastoral words of
encouragement and a taste of the good news of the
Gospel of God’s grace in these days.
On Tuesday, I talked a bit about liminal space.
Liminal space is in‐between space, and beloved—we
are living in in‐between space right now. The in‐
between‐ness of these days is in our faces. We know
where we were a month ago, and we know where we
would like to b e a month from now, but in the
mean me, we there’s so much we don’t know.
Fortunately, our long and rich Chris an tradi on oﬀers
us many, many examples of living faithfully in liminal
mes.
Think of Moses and God’s people wandering
the wilderness for 40 years. They knew where they had
been—and they murmured and grumbled about it a lot.
The closing prayer today, wri en by Old Testament
By the me they got about 3 days into their freedom
professor Walter Brueggemann, c.a. 2003
from Egypt, their vision of slavery had become nted
with a rosy hue. “If only we were back in Egypt,” they murmured, “back in the good ol’ days where we could eat our
fill from the pots of meat and had all the bread we wanted.” My, how our memories can play tricks on us!
I was once told my by pastoral counselor with whom I speak monthly that perhaps the greatest of all
spiritual disciplines is to “Be fully present in the present moment.” I believe she is right about that. It is the hardest
thing in the world—in our world—to do, but I believe it is the founda onal discipline upon which all others are
built.
Liminality has a jarring aﬀect on us. It gets into the linkages between the cars of our daily rou nes and
rituals and makes them s ﬀ and rusty. Before much me at all passes in the wilderness space, we find ourselves
disoriented, anxious, depressed, and pining for the pots of meat and bread of Egypt. But in the story of the Exodus,
once the Moses and the Hebrews have le Egypt for the wilderness, God is not longer to be found in Egypt. In the
story, God goes ahead of them into the wilderness, feeds them there, and calls them onward to a land of promise
and hope.
That biblical story comforts me in such a me as this. A month ago, we didn’t know this was coming. We
didn’t know we’d be wandering a strange landscape. But the minute we started into it, God was already there,
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ahead of us, doing what the Apostle Paul said God does: “working all things together for good.” The story of the
Exodus doesn’t say that wilderness is easy terrain, but it does say that God abides with people when they enter
uncharted territory. When they bump up against the frayed edges of their lives.
Beloved, these are challenging days. There are many people who live paycheck to paycheck who are out of
work right now. There are persons experiencing poverty and homelessness who are facing hard reali es about the
availability of social services. Unemployment oﬃces are completely overwhelmed. Wallets are thin. People with
health health issues like anxiety and depression are suﬀering alone in isola on right now. People in need of hospital
procedures and rehabilita on services are afraid, and are being triaged down the lists. And our Asian‐American
neighbors—they are facing not only all the same kinds of issues the rest of us are, but also the prejudice and
discrimina on and violence of people who are afraid and ac ng out of fear.
These are challenging days in which each of us must work against the specter of fear in our hearts. We are
in a wilderness, but God is here too, and we are s ll being called by God to be God’s people of grace and love in this
strange terrain. That means reaching out in ways that are safe and connec ng with one another. That means
standing up against fear‐drenched rhetoric and ac on. That means pu ng in place rituals and rou nes that will
ground us in this in‐between me where many the rituals and rou nes imposed upon us by daily life are absent.
That means, as my pastoral counselor said, being fully present in the present moment. The present moment
is where we are, and where God is with us.
Earlier this week, I read a wonderful newspaper ar cle wri en by a nun in New Jersey. The headline was,
“I’m a nun and I’ve been social distancing for 29 years. Here are ps for staying home amid coronavirus fears.”
For those of you who would like to read her oﬀering, I have posted a link to her ar cle on the church
Facebook page. In short, she gives three pieces of advice:
1.
2.
3.

Establish a structure that replaces your usual day‐to‐day structure. Don’t dri aimlessly through
your days.
Be inten onal in all that you do and love other people. Fight urges that drive you into self‐
centeredness. Call older neighbors and check in. Check on people and see if they need anything.
Use this me for self‐reflec on and relaxa on. People say all the me that they want a li le peace
and quiet. That they need a vaca on to recover from their vaca on. “Stop,” the nun says, “Be s ll.
You can either waste this period of social‐distancing and be frustrated, or you can choose to make it
the best it can be.”

I plan to do the la er, friends, for my sake and for the sake of my community, too. In a world of unknowns, I
trust one known factor above all the rest: God abides with us—even leads us, if we’ll allow it—in mes like these.
The Bible says so right there in Exodus.
Let’s pray… [“Come to our shut down places,” by Walter Brueggemann, pictured on Page 7]

Lent IV Sermon ‐‐ March 23, 2020

Page 9

In the center of today’s Gospel Lesson, there is man who was born blind. His eyes didn’t work. People
treated him as if his condi on was contagious. Listen to how the disciples talked about him: “Rabbi, who sinned so
that this man was born blind, this man or his parents?” The man who was born blind was diﬀerent. He couldn’t do
something that the disciples could do, so they puﬀed up their chests and they asked, “What’s wrong with him?”
That’s just like us, isn’t it? Come on, let’s be honest about it. We look at other human beings. We see that
they have hands and feet like we do. They are roughly the same height and weight as we are. They live in the same
town as we do. We know their Momma and their Daddy. They are 95% like us, but when we look at them, all we
can see is that 5% that we think makes them completely diﬀerent than we are. That’s just like us!
The Gospel of John doesn’t give us a name, instead iden fying the man by the very thing that the disciples
latch on to. He is a man blind from birth. But, I have to ask: Is he the only one? How is it that Jesus’ disciples look at
this person, look right past all they have in common with him—all the ways that they are alike—and see only the
thing that they hold in diﬀerence? John calls this figure “a man who was blind from birth,” but I have to ask: Is he
the only one?
A li le later in this story, we meet another
group of people. John calls them “the Jewish
eaders,” but since everyone in this story is Jewish, I’m
going to refer to them as “the religious leaders.” It
may help we Chris ans hear this story a li le be er.
Like the disciples, the religious leaders look upon a
man in this story and say his eyes don’t work. They
treat him as if he is contagious. Listen to how they
talk about Jesus among themselves: “How can a
sinner do miraculous signs like these?” Listen to how
the talk about Jesus to the man born blind: “Give
glory to God! We know this man is a sinner!”
That’s just like us, isn’t it? Come on, let’s be
honest. It’s like that old church joke about the man
trying to talk the other man out of jumping oﬀ the
bridge. We look at another human being. They are a
The responsive and responsible “acous c set” for online worship
Chris an, just like us. They are a Bap st just like us.
during the COVID‐19 pandemic.
They are a Coopera ve Bap st Fellowship Bap st,
just like us. They are a progressive‐minded Coopera‐
ve Bap st Fellowship Bap st like us. They are a progressive‐minded, Coopera ve Bap st Fellowship Bap st who
likes
high‐church ecumenical worship and values Chris an service and missional work above all else, like us. But they
don’t keep the Sabbath like we do. As the old joke goes, “Me too! Me too! Me too! Me too! Well, me too! Oh. Die
here c!” They are 95% like us, but when we look at them, all we can see is that 5% that we think makes them
completely diﬀerent than we are. That’s just like us!
And in the ninth chapter of the Gospel of John, both the disciples and the religious leaders—fixated on
what li le there is that makes them diﬀerent from the man born blind and Jesus—quickly and eﬃciently turn to the
S‐word. No, not that one.
The S‐word is Sin.
“Rabbi, who sinned so that this man was born blind, this man or his parents?” the disciples ask.
“How can a sinner do miraculous signs like these?” the religious leaders ask. “We know this man is a
sinner!” they seethe.
Said another way: What’s wrong with her? What’s wrong with him? What’s wrong with Them?
That’s just like us. We look at another human being, but we don’t see. We have darkness in our eyes. Blind
spots. Places we can’t see because of log that obscures our vision. But we act like we are the only ones who can
see, and it doesn’t take us long to invoke the S‐word. No, not that one. The S‐word is Sin.

Lent IV Sermon ‐‐ March 23, 2020
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The Gospel of John calls the man with no name “a man who was blind from birth.” I have to ask: “Is he the
only one?”
As I read and pondered this story this week, it seemed to me that everybody in this story is blind. That John
is using the literal blindness of the “man who was blind from birth” to point out out the figura ve blindness of the
disciples and the religious leaders. The eyes in the head of the man born blind don’t work, and the eyes of the
hearts of the disciples and the religious leaders don’t work, and if you ask me, John is telling us that the la er
condi on is the worse condi on.
The Gospel of John loves to do this kind of thing. There is li le in the Fourth Gospel that isn’t mul layered. A
literary cri c once said of Ernest Hemingway’s wri ng that rain is never merely rain in a Hemingway story. A
preacher might that light and darkness are never merely light and darkness in the Gospel of John. And then, with
the stage now fully set: Enter into this story full of people who are blind—this story full of people whose eyes are
full of darkness—enter in this story the Light of the World. “I am the Light of the World,” Jesus says in verse five.
Isn’t that beau ful? Isn’t it beau ful how John does plays with imagery like that?
And no ce what happens. And what doesn’t. The eyes of one person among all the others are filled with
light. The man who is literally blind—the man whose eyes don’t work and never have worked—can see. The Light of
the World enters the story and as John 1 says it, “The Light shines in the darkness [of this man’s eyes], and the
darkness does not overcome the Light.” The “man who was blind from birth”—the only one who doesn’t take up
and wield the S‐word against his neighbor—that’s the one who gains sight. When pressed for an answer about
Jesus’ sin, the man says simply, “I don’t know whether he is a sinner. [That’s above my pay grade.] All I know for
certain—all I know for sure—is that I was blind and now I see.”
While everyone else in the story remains blind to the end—remains stuck in their own hubris and judgmentalism
and prejudice; keeps wielding the S‐word against someone, anyone, else—the “man who was blind from birth”
gains sight. What’s the diﬀerence between him and the rest? Humility. “I don’t know,” he said. “We know…” they
said.
Friends, in unprecedented and historic days like these where a novel coronavirus stalks around our world,
fear stalks about in our hearts. Let’s be honest about that, for when we are honest about fear, it loses some of its
grip on us, and it loses its power to mascaraed as something else in our souls. In days like these, some of us buckle
under the weight of depression or anxiety. Some of us give in to greed. Some of us go down the road of denial. And
far too many of us—some from each of those groups—let fear blind us to all we have in common and turn us
against our neighbor. We catch ourselves saying, “Rabbi, who sinned so that he was born blind, this man or his
parents?” and “We know this man is a sinner!” The hero of this story in John 9—the “man who was born blind”—
calls us back—back to a posture of humility. Calls us to open the eyes of our hearts to the Light of the World that
the darkness cannot overcome, and let it give us grace‐filled, love‐filled sight of one another.
Friends, this message is always needed, but more so now than usual now. Our livelihoods, our re rements,
our health our wellbeing—they are all in flux these day, and it’s scary. And there’s li le we can do about. For me,
this week, I plan to follow the lead of the “man born blind” in John 9. I plan to take it one day at a me. I plan to
embrace humility. I plan to do my best to keep the eyes of my heart focused on the Light of the World, and let the
Light fill me with the truth: that each of you—all of us—have far more in common than we do in diﬀerence. That’s
what it means to be made in the imago Dei, the image of God, and all of us are. We’re all in this together. We
always have been. And God is with us. And God always will be. Always.
One day at a me, friends, eyes fixed on the Light.
Amen.

Prayer with the Pastor ‐ March 24, 2020

Page 11

So I’ve heard that folks are pulling out Christmas decora ons and that Hallmark Move Channel is running a
Christmas movie marathon in order to brighten spirits in these dreary days. I’ve not really been one to go for cable
network’s celebra ons of Christmas in July, but in this instance in this historic me in our life together, Christmas in
March doesn’t sound so bad to me.
As of today, my wife Kristy is working from home un l further no ce. My daughter Eleanor is staying home
from daycare, and I am working between the house and my study here at the church building. Last night, Kristy,
Eleanor and I had ham, and mashed potatoes and green beans—the French cut kind seasoned with chicken bullion.
Eleanor played around the house. Kristy and I talked about watching Christmas movie on Ne lix. “Die Hard?” she
asked. That’s my girl.
I said to her over dinner, “You know, in a way—a li le bit at least—it feels a li le like Christmas me around
the house. We’re here ea ng together and playing together and staying together.”
Now I don’t want to be glib. These are very diﬃcult days for a very many people. I think o en of those who
have lost an income. That hurts. I think of those who were just a month or so ago looking forward to an upcoming
re rement. That’s scary. I think of those workers who we have long taken for granted who we now know are
“essen al” to our ways of life. I pray for them—their health; that we will find ways on the other side of this to
honor their work with a living wage. Police, fire fighters, grocery store clerks, drive‐through window operators,
nurses and medical technicians, city street department crews and the person that handed you your dinner out the
door of your favorite local restaurant this past week. These
people deserve our kind words, to be sure, and they also
deserve be er pay and be er hours. I pray for that—for all
of our essen al workers who are ge ng us through this.
I also think o en of those who are scared. Being
cooped up at home is no good for those of us who live with
clinical anxiety and depression. You all take care of your‐
selves these days. Call me if you need to talk to someone
who knows a li le about walking that road. I’m here.
And of course, I think today of all those who are
directly aﬀected by COVID‐19. Who are sick, who are
From Pastor’s Study to Pastor’s Studio: Rev. Zach
quaran ned, who have a loved one who is sick—who have
Bay broadcasts live from the church oﬃce
lost a loved one or a friend to this disease. These folks
especially have had their lives turned upside down in a way
that is as unexpected and painful as losing a loved one in a car accident. These are the people who are on my mind
and my heart today. For them, I want to hold a moment of prayerful silence right now.
Friends, we’re all in this together—whatever we’re doing, we’re all working toward the same goal—and
we’re all trying to find ways to live well in these liminal days. I don’t want to be glib here, but maybe one way the
majority of us who are s ll as yet not directly aﬀected by COVID‐19 can do is not overlook the opportunity to rest at
home and enjoy our families as if it were Christmas me again. I’m not sugges ng that we bury our heads in the
sand or act like our privileged experience as people only indirectly aﬀected is everyone’s experience—it isn’t. What
I am sugges ng is that you simply say Thank You for what is in your life today. What I am sugges ng is that you
a end to the good in your altered daily reality along with the bad.
That, in a manner of speaking, is what Christmas is all about. Two‐thousand years ago, Jesus was born in the
midst of a very broken, very bruised, very fearful world. A light in the deep darkness, John’s Gospel says.
So I don’t know. Maybe it’s odd, but what about pu ng out a Christmas candle? A li le Christmas tree?
Your home Advent wreath? Something that sits there and takes up space in your home and reminds you each and
every me that you walk past it that the big theological claim of Christmas is the incarna on. God comes into the
world—right in the midst of a world broken and bruised and afraid, and abides with us. It didn’t just happen at
Christmas you know. It happened in a fiery furnace and a lion’s den. It happened in the Exodus, too. And the
Babylonian exile. And the persecu ons of Herod and Nero. And in ancient Roman prison cells. In each and every
one of these places in the Bible and so many more, God shows up.

Prayer with the Pastor ‐‐ March 24, 2020
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So I don’t know. Maybe it’s odd, but what about pu ng out a symbol of Christmas cheer today in your
home that will remind you of the God who has chosen over and over and over and over again to be with you? The
God who choses to come to you in the flesh in the broken and fearful world to be closer to you as you sit broken
and afraid? I don’t know about you. Maybe that’s not your thing. But I think I’m in. Christmas in March sounds okay
to me, today.
I’d like to close by reading a poem wri en by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. I think you’ll recognize it. Close
your eyes and let the words wash over you as a prayer of grace.
I heard the bells on Christmas Day
Their old, familiar carols play,
and wild and sweet
The words repeat
Of peace on earth, good‐will to men!
And thought how, as the day had come,
The belfries of all Christendom
Had rolled along
The unbroken song
Of peace on earth, good‐will to men!
Till ringing, singing on its way,
The world revolved from night to day,
A voice, a chime,
A chant sublime
Of peace on earth, good‐will to men!
Then from each black, accursed mouth
The cannon thundered in the South,
And with the sound
The carols drowned
Of peace on earth, good‐will to men!
It was as if an earthquake rent
The hearth‐stones of a con nent,
And made forlorn
The households born
Of peace on earth, good‐will to men!
And in despair I bowed my head;
"There is no peace on earth," I said;
"For hate is strong,
And mocks the song
Of peace on earth, good‐will to men!"
Then pealed the bells more loud and deep:
"God is not dead, nor doth He sleep;
The Wrong shall fail,
The Right prevail,
With peace on earth, good‐will to men."

Study with the Pastor ‐‐ March 26, 2020
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On Tuesday, I invited you to put out a li le bit of Christmas in your home: something that is cheery and
that you will walk past and no ce. I’m not usually one to go for faux Christmases in other mes of the year, but
extraordinary mes call for extraordinary measures—and right now, a visible symbol poin ng toward “Immanuel,
God with us” seems like an important thing.
Yesterday, I had my monthly call with my pastoral counselor. This call is one of my spiritual disciplines as
pastor of the church, and I take it each month. Whether I feel good or bad, I check‐in and talk about my stuﬀ. I’m
be er—a be er pastor and a healthier person because of it, especially in these anxious days. I commend such a
prac ce to you, and if you’d like the name of my
pastoral counselor—she’s a good ‘un!—I’d be glad
to share it with you.
Today, I want to invite you to begin no cing
another symbol that points to God being
“Immanuel, God with us,” in the midst of a hard
world. If you live in Middlesboro like I do, you very
likely take this par cular symbol for granted each
and every day. The symbol I am talking about is the
Cumberland Mountain range that runs along the
southern border our li le Appalachian city and
makes the spring such a strikingly beau ful remind‐
Rev. Zach Bay shares his “li le bit of Christmas” online in today’s
er of new life.
Study with the Pastor.
Any me I think of the sacred
mountain terrain, my seminary training whispers
things I remember learning in Old Testament I and II in my ear. In much of the Old Testament world, mountains—
some mes referred to as “high places”—were sacred places where temples and tabernacles and altars were fre‐
quently built. Of course, in the Bible, the most talked‐about temple is the Temple build in Jerusalem. That temple is
said over and over again to rest atop Mt. Zion. Religious pilgrims would make their pilgrimages “upward.” You’ll
find in the Bible people who “go up” to Jerusalem to the Temple.
Today, as I invite you to turn your a en on to the mountains that we get so used to in our daily lives that
we stop seeing them, I want to read one of my favorite psalms to you. Some of the words of this psalm are cast in
bronze on the plaque on the wall of the SH and Evelyn Flowers Hall for Contextual Educa on and Chris an
Service—our mission wing—right here in the church house. The psalm is Psalm 121. Psalm 121 is A Song of Ascent,
and the verbal root of that word Ascent that appears in the Hebrew text is “go up.” Psalm 121 is a is one of 15
consecu ve Songs of Ascent—Songs of Going Up to the high holy places—in the Psalter. Biblical scholars have
theories about what Psalm 121—and the 14 others with it—were used for. Some suggest that they are songs that
pilgrims sang as they ascended the mountain toward Jerusalem. Others have built upon that with the specula on
that perhaps the 15 “ascents” referred to the steps of the temple itself. Perhaps there was a Song of Ascent for to
sing on each step of the temple as you climbed up to be in God’s presence. The Jewish Mishnah states that 15
steps lead up within the Court of the Women to the Court of the Israelites, corresponding to the 15 psalm, and
upon them the Levites used to sing with harps and lyres and cymbals and trumpets.
I love that.
Psalm 121 is one of these 15 Songs of Ascent used by pilgrims to go to the high holy place and celebrate
their religious fes vals. My seminary professor and master’s thesis advisor Nancy deClassie‐Walford who co‐wrote
this commentary on the psalms from which I have gleaned for this me of study notes: “Psalm 121’s pervasive
theme God’s guarding of the worshipper.”
I love that, too.
So, here’s my invita on to you today in this me of study together: when you’re outside, raise up your eyes
to the mountains. Let them be your reminder that God is with you—guarding you—just as your li le bit of
Christmas is that reminder at when you are inside. Maybe you can get out this weekend and get up to the pinnacle
and oﬀer a prayer from our local high place. Maybe you can’t, but you can rest your eyes on the mountain and
u er a prayer to the one who put it there long, long ago before anything that concerns us today happened.

Li le Bits of Christmas and Mountain Vistas
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Online in the Meantime

One day down the road, my
grandkids will come to me at the urging of
this history teacher and say, “Pappaw,
Rev. Zachary L. Bay what was it like to live through the
COVID-19 Pandemic of 2020?”
These are truly historic days in our
country and world, and have put us as a church in an
unprecedented position: we can’t meet together inperson. Unlike a snow day or even the series of
blizzards that hit and prevented you from meeting for
three consecutive weeks when Rev. Jack Pennington
was pastor, this time is different. We can’t look out the
window and watch the snow melt. In fact, when we
look out the window, we see sunshine and spring
growth all around. It’s an odd, dislocating feeling.
On Thursday, March 12, the world changed
overnight for me, and I knew that we wouldn’t be
meeting during the coming week. I suspected in my gut
that we wouldn’t be meeting for longer. I got to work
defining what I believed about my role as your pastor in
a socially distanced world, and I came up with a two
values that I made into mantras.
My first value: Connection. My first mantra: Online
in the Meantime. One clergy colleague liked that one so
much he suggested I copyright it. I told him that there is
nothing new under the sun, and that he was welcome
to use it, too. I pondered the terrain of my weekly
pastoral rhythm with you, learned how to use some
new technology, and began broadcasting live online on
March 15.
My second value: preserving the rituals that
ground me. My second mantra: Worship, Prayer, Study.
There are three live broadcasts a week online: Worship
on Sunday, Prayer on Tuesday, and Study on Thursday.
I’m aware that some of you don’t have access to such
things, and I wanted to include you too. The
manuscripts of each of the sermons and meditations
that I have offered are included in this special edition of
The Pinnacle. Whether you are joining me online or not,
I offer them to you as devotional material for your use
to grow your faith at home, in the meantime.
I don’t know how long we will be doing “Worship,
Prayer, and Study” “Online in the Meantime.” These are
unprecedented days. What I do know is that I am your
pastor, I am here for you, and I will continue to pray for
you and stay creative about keeping us connected as a
congregation in the meantime. Grace and peace,
beloved.

A Letter from Church Treasurer,
Stan Alexander, Jr.
Dear Fellow Members of First Baptist Middlesboro,
I am writing to you to keep you informed of the
financial status of our Church as we navigate through
uncharted waters amid the COVID-19 outbreak. We
currently have ample cash reserves to help carry us
through these unpresented times. Many churches are
surviving on a week to week basis with no cash
reserves. This gives us cause for calm hope during
these odd times.
Through the years our people have been faithful in
their giving and we should offer gratitude for their
generosity in building these reserves.
Some of our congregation will probably be
impacted financially as the result of this crisis either by
loss of job, business interruption or investment losses.
Their ability to give will be effected accordingly. I
encourage all members to give in support of the church
as you are able. The business of the Church must go
on. To accomplish this, we need your continued
support to minimize depletion of our reserves.
Thank you,
Stan Alexander, Jr.
Treasurer

Three Ways You Can Give
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.

I have been listening to a lot of music while working from home. New music and old music. One of my favorites
for years is Ken Medema. Ken is an
American musician and singersongwriter who has been perform- Beth C. Parker
ing for more than forty years. Some
of his best-known songs began as live improvisations.
Medema was born almost blind; his eyes only let
him tell light from shadow and see outlines of major
objects. He began playing the piano when he was five
years old, and three years later began taking lessons in
classical music through braille music, playing by
ear and improvising in different styles. He became a
music therapist and started performing and recording
his own songs about life and people responded. He’s
been playing and performing ever since.
When I was in high school he spent a weekend at
my home church. I was one of the dinner servers and
he asked my name. He said, “I’ll play a song for you in
the morning.” Our youth Sunday School met with him
before worship and he did write a song for me. It was
an upbeat, 50s style, rock and roll song with my name
in it! It is a great memory for me.
If Ken wrote it, I have listened to it. Some of my
favorites are Lord, Listen to Your Children Praying, Moses, Come, Let Us Reason, Lord of the Troubled Sea,
and the MusiCamp musical we sang; Story-Tellin’ Man.
He writes many of his songs from personal experience.
One song that I love is the story of when he had come
to sing in a church and on the Saturday before and the
youth had thrown a party in Ken’s honor. They had
brought in a jukebox, with his favorite songs on it, and
there are a hundred kids who are dancing.
The party was thrown for him, yet he felt left out.
He was the one who couldn’t dance. So, about halfway through the evening, this 14-year-old girl asks Ken
to dance. She wasn’t the most popular girl, didn’t have
a whole lot of friends in the youth group.
She asked him to dance. He said, “I can’t dance.”
She said, “Yeah, you can.” He said, “No, I really can’t. I
never learned how.” She said, “I’ll teach you.” So, she
drags him across the floor and they dance. It was so
energizing, and so exciting and so wonderful, he got
back to the hotel and couldn’t sleep.
Sunday morning comes, and he has written this
song. One example of how all that happens in our lives
can be a sacred moment. These are the words he sang:

She asked me to dance. I’d never tried dancing before.
I had visions of everyone
laughing me right off the floor.
“No,” I protested, “it just wouldn’t be any good.”
She gently insisted. Finally, I told her I would.
Unforgettable. She was a fresh breath of spring
on my cold winter’s day.
Unforgettable. She taught this singer to sing
a whole new way.
He asked me to dance. I’d never tried dancing before.
I had visions of saints and angels
laughing me right off the floor.
“No,” I protested, “it just wouldn’t be any good.”
He gently insisted. Finally, I told him I would.
And it was unforgettable.
He was the coming of spring on my cold winter’s day.
Unforgettable. He taught this singer to sing
in a whole new way.

#OldBellringeroftheday
Governor Andy Beshear has requested that houses of worship
ring their bells daily at 10 AM to encourage their communities.
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