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Church Announcements
Important
Dates In August
Combined Sunday School
10:00 a.m.
Sunday Morning Worship
11:00 a.m. (in person/
YouTube)
Wednesday Mid‐Day
Prayer with the Pastor
12:00 p.m. on Facebook Live

The

Pinnacle
August 2021

Deacons Mee ng
August 16 at 7:00 p.m.
on Zach’s back deck.
Finance Commi ee Mee ng
August 10 at 5:00 p.m.
Business Mee ng
August 11 at 6:30 p.m.
Zoom links will be sent via email
closer to the meeƟng date.

Staﬀ
Rev. Zachary L. Bay
Pastor
Beth C. Parker
Minister of Music
Elizabeth Lowden
Oﬃce Administrator
Billy Hunter
Facili es Manager
Cherry Stamper
Child Care Coordinator
Phillip Akers
Media Coordinator
Janet Ma hews
Organist
Teresa Brown
Organist/Pianist
Bonnie Daniels
Pianist
Rev. John E. Pennington, Jr.
Pastor Emeritus

Church
Picnic

Church members gather on Rev. Zach Bay’s deck for Porch Oﬃce Hours.

Join us for the Annual Church Picnic on

Watch your email for future oﬃce hours invita ons!

Summer me Fellowship

August 29 at 6:00 p.m. at Ford’s Wood Park!
“The Pinnacle” is the monthly publica on of the First Bap st Church of Middlesboro, Ky.
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Give With Me

Kristy and I are not financially wealthy.
In my family tree, you find mechanics,
tobacco and dairy farmers, miners,
Rev. Zachary L. Bay contractors, sales representa ves
for manufacturing companies, and
a school bus driver. Shake Kristy's family tree, and out
comes contractors, sales reps, nurses, university staﬀ,
a soccer club owner‐operator, and a janitor. As you can
see from these lists, Kristy and I are wealthy people
blessed with family that found their way in the world
and lived a variety of experiences doing it. The love of
these folks makes us wealthy. Their life experience
shared with us makes us wealthy. But financially? Well,
Kristy and I are like many of you‐‐solidly middle‐class
from solidly working and middle‐class folks.
I say all of that to set the stage to talk with you
about charitable giving. I say all of that to say that
when Kristy and I give financially, it's to organiza ons
we believe in. Like you, we'd give $100,000 a year if we
had it, but we don't. Like you, we care about making
the world a be er place, and one way among many
that we serve that end is charitable giving.
This month, you will be receiving a le er from
the Finance Commi ee and me asking you to
remember First Bap st Church in your charitable
giving, to make a special addi onal dona on if you are
able. This le er is not an alarm sounded by anxious,
hand‐wringing church leaders. It is not a sign that the
church is capsizing in the current cultural storms. It is
an invita on to begin or to con nue to be a part of
something special here in Middlesboro, KY. It is a
request to give a li le extra if you are able to help First
Bap st Church con nue the good work that God
started here over 130 years ago.
One of my favorite theologians, the prolific
writer Henri Nouwen, once penned a short book on
fundraising. It was gi ed to me by a CBFKY colleague,
and at first, I rolled my eyes. I shouldn't have done
that. I've yet to come across anything that Nouwen has
wri en that I didn't find spiritually helpful, and this ny
book has been no excep on. Nouwen writes,
"Fundraising is a very rich and beau ful ac vity. It is a
confident, joyful and hope‐filled expression of
ministry" and "Fundraising is proclaiming what we
believe in such a way that we oﬀer other people an

opportunity to par cipate with us in our vision and
mission."
I think he's onto something here. Here's what
Kristy and I believe:
First Bap st Church is special. Here in this place
in the world, a Bap st church that preaches, teaches,
sings, and lives God's grace above all is unique. Kristy
and I have lived elsewhere. We have seen how rare a
church like ours is in a big city, let alone in a small town
in the mountains. Grace‐led, grace‐infused community
in everything we do, as much as we are able‐‐that's
special.
First Bap st Church is needed. Such a church is
a refuge for so many who can no longer take the
dogma c, judgmental religion that has passed for the
way of Jesus for centuries. Over the last year, I've had
numerous conversa ons with folks that all espouse a
common theme: I need a church like that! One person,
not a church member, said to me, "I joined you online
for worship and I wept. I didn't think I'd find a church
like that here." That person was talking about the way
First Bap st Church leads and ends with grace.
First Bap st Church is Christ's body. Each year
on Ascension of the Lord Sunday at the end of the
Easter season, I can't help but quote Teresa of Avila.
She says it just right:
"Christ has no body now but yours,
No hands, no feet on earth but yours,
Yours are the eyes with which He looks
Compassion on this world,
Yours are the feet with which He walks to do
good,
Yours are the hands with which He blesses all
the world.
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet,
Yours are the eyes, you are His body.
Because Kristy and I believe these things, we
give. Because I believe these things, I invite you to give
with us as you are able. I believe doing so means
sharing in this vision for our place in the world.

We have a unique opportunity this
month. The CBF General Assembly is
normally in June. It is held in a large
city where many people can gath‐
Beth C. Parker
er. They decided this year be‐
cause of COVID to have regional
mee ngs along with an online mee ng. Our region‐
al mee ng will be at St. Ma hews Bap st Church in
Louisville. It is going to be August 26‐27. They will
have breakout sessions as well as worship. You can
go online at CBF.net and register. You will love the
learning, worship and fellowship. If you cannot go
to Louisville you can s ll watch online. Consider
making a trip to CBF this year.

Venture Circle
A Venture Circle Picnic will be held on
August 31 at 6:00 p.m.
at the Na onal Park Shelter.
Bring your own dinner and drink.
Any lady who does not have
a circle is welcome.

Back to School Supply Drive

August always has me reminiscing about my
years in Middlesboro. This will be the beginning of
my 18th year. My son, Joel, was talking with me this
week. He reminded me of MusiCamps, choir re‐
treats and cantatas, Candlelight services, youth cre‐
a ve worship, bell fes vals, anniversary celebra‐
ons and many other mes together. I think about
many friends who are not with us anymore. I miss
that great cloud of witnesses and I am glad I that I
was loved by them. First Bap st has special people.
I look forward to safely returning to our choirs
and to a fuller worship on Sundays. Grace and
peace to you.

Venture Circle is organizing a School Supply
Drive. Items must be turned in by 8/22.
There is a basket in the foyer at the church for
supplies, or you may contact Carol Stapleton
to arrange a dona on.
Items Needed:
#2 Pencils
Crayola Crayons
Lined Paper
Glue S cks
Colored Pencils
Facial Tissue
Scissors

August 1, 2021
Based on our best information, the following members and friends of the church are
included on our weekly prayer list to guide you during your private devotional time. Please
remember them, not only in your prayers, but also take a moment to send a card, call or
visit. Please also remember our church staff and our deacons in your prayer time.
“The prayer of a good person has a powerful effect.” (James 5:16)
Please remain diligent in your prayers for all people everywhere in the midst of the
COVID-19 Pandemic. Remember especially those who are essential workers, risking
their health and wellbeing for the health and wellbeing of us all. There are many of
them in our church family and extended church family. We love them all, very much.
PRAYER REQUESTS FOR BEREAVED FAMILIES
Deceased
Jan Phelps (niece of
Mildred Norton and
Peggy Capps)

Added By
Virginia Giles

Who to contact
Mildred Norton
421 Beaver Brook Rd.
Ewing, VA 242498
Peggy Capps
1120 Gloucester Ave.

RECENT PRAYER REQUESTS FOR CHURCH FAMILY
Phil Akers
9 Abbey Ln
195 Blue Ridge Road
Claudia Jarvis
Speedwell, TN 37870
Star Kyle
348 Schultz Heights
680 Jones Ridge Road
Barbara Murray
Speedwell, TN 37870
Hazel Powell
1208 Gloucester Ave.
Dewayne Tolliver
1113 Exeter Ave.
107 Turnberry Ct.
Jenna Welch
Trent Woods, NC 28562

606-269-4824

Kevin Barnett

423-566-2398

Trent Walters

606-670-0996

David Whitlock

770-617-6772

Charles Jones

606-248-3991
606-670-8345

Lisa Epperson
Reid Shumate

606-269-1150

Reid Shumate

605 Elmwood Drive
PO Box 957
1307 Gloucester Ave.
710 Dorchester Ave
8 Cherokee Drive
10335 Iron Ore Road
Conroe, TX 77303-2413
115 Dead Horse Hollow Road
805 Dorchester Ave
504 Manchester Ave
1108 W Chester Ave
165 Lake Hill Dr
165 Wellington Drive

606-248-4072
606-248-1521
606-248-7708
606-248-1792
606-248-1351

Kevin Barnett
Kevin Barnett
Kevin Barnett
Gloria Jones
Trish Edinger

606-248-7633
606-248-6971
606-248-1599
606-248-4808
606-248-8812
606-248-5245

Trent Walters
Charles Jones
Charles Jones
Mark Watson
Mark Watson
Kevin Barnett

601 Elmwood Dr.

606-248-3660

Bridgette Myers

ONGOING PRAYER REQUESTS FOR CHURCH FAMILY
Joyce Anderson
Mildred Alexander
Judy Ausmus
Anna Brumbach
Joyce Fuson
Suzanne Gregory
Louise Hearn
Jeanette Minor
Lyndel Murrell
Marie Partin
Fred and Margaret Peace
Joe Stamper
Freeman & Alvena
Thompson

Lisa Epperson

July
28- Brian Barton (G. Banks-Barton)
28- Alesha Barnett (K. Barnett)
28- Betty Carter
28- Randi Lundy
22 – David Jackson (V. Giles)
21- June Rice (V. Giles)
8- Tim Williams (S. Goodin)
8- Donna Taylor (S. Goodin)
8- Tina Gordon (S. Goodin)
June
29 - Mark Elkins (V. Giles)
28 – Allen and Sue Martin (K. Whitlock)
20 – Josh Slusher (S. Goodin)
15- Michael Morsey (S. Burchﬁeld)
5- Angela Burch (S. Goodin)
1- William Tigue (B. Hunter)

May
22- Jana Woods Kennedy (S. Goodin)
10 – Mary Jane Elmore (G. Laws)
1- Brian Barton (G. Barton)
April
23- Tony Daniels (T. Edinger)
16- Carolyn Williams (S. Goodin)
16- Barbara Partin (S. Goodin)
16- Georgianna Shelby (S. Goodin)
16- Pauline Todd (C. Jones)
12- Barbara Davis (T. Edinger)
9- Julie Hoe (R. Hoe)
8- Austin Brooks (D. Mike)
8- Gary Bray (D. Mike)
2- Jack, Helen and David Lewis (C. Stapleton)
2- Raymond Woods (S. Goodin)

MOUNTAIN VIEW REHAB
39 Ferndale Apartments Road, Pineville, KY 40977
Karla Jo Stapleton
Room 114

Bridgette Myers

TRI-STATE NURSING HOME
600 Shawanee Road, Harrogate, TN 37752
Doe Jenkins
Room 602

David Whitlock

FOOTHILLS TRADITIONAL CARE AND REHAB
1012 Foothills Parkway, Maryville, TN 37804
Mary Jane Elmore
MILITARY
US Armed Forces, Allies and their Families
Harrison Hughes (Debra Watson’s nephew)
Joey Hintz (E. Martin’s brother-in-law)
Jacob Arnett (Lisa Arnett’s son)
Isaac Lawson (letters or packages)

PV2 Lawson, Isaac
BLDG 6764
Desert Storm Avenue
Fort Campbell, KY 42223

1
2
2
4
5
5
5
7
11
11
13
14
16
19
21
21
23
24
26
26
28
28
29
31
31

Gypsy Bellar - 120 Truman Ct Harrogate, TN 37752-3713
Rhea Kaw - 300 Ivy St., Apt 513 San Francisco, CA 94102
Patty Greene - 1007 Gloucester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965-2241
Raegan Gulley - 209 Foxglove St Harrogate, TN 37752-7042
Barbara Wright - 205 George Ann Dr Middlesboro, KY 40965
John Brown - 2116 Cumberland Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965-2831
Isaac Lawson - 316 Sugar Loaf Road Seymour, TN 37865
Judy Ausmus - 1307 Gloucester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965-2212
Catherine Wilson - PO Box 757 Middlesboro, KY 40965
Don Emmett - 815 Winchester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965-1543
Sarah Rousey - PO Box 1233 Middlesboro, KY 40965-1218
Micah Lee - 700 Twin Fawn Trail, Middlesboro, KY 40965
Sharon Burchfield - 8 Thaxted Lane Middlesboro, KY 40965-9438
Vic Kaw - 157 Wellington Dr Middlesboro, KY 40965-9418
Sharon Goodin - 704 Gloucester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965
Freeman Thompson - 601 Elmwood Dr Middlesboro, KY 40965-2105
Nikki Branscom - 507 Fairview Rd Middlesboro, KY 40965-1494
Betty Parks - 119 Wildwood Rd Middlesboro, KY 40965-1757
Bryan Cox - PO Box 1381 Middlesboro, KY 40965
Mark Watson - 215 Nottingham Dr Middlesboro, KY 40965-9443
Wayne Greene - PO Box 955 Middlesboro, KY 40965-0955
Wayne Ausmus - 1307 Gloucester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965-2212
Lawrence McGeorge - 7957 Wilderness Rd Ewing, VA 24248
Lyndel Murrell - 504 Manchester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965-1756
Judy Grandey - PO Box 1375 Middlesboro, KY 40965

Psalm 118:24 This is the day that the Lord has made;
let us rejoice and be glad in it.
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What a wild story! As far as I know, from searching the records here at First Bap st Church, such a thing has
never happened here. Best I know, from my work studying books like Acts in my schooling for over a decade, the most
crucial ques on to be asked of a story like this one is: What are you doing with it, Chris an? Church?
In many instances, the answer is simply, "Nothing." But in too many instances, the answer is, though it wouldn't be said this way, "Construc ng bad theology atop it."
Let's get clear about something here at the outset of this sermon: The Bible is the soil in which our theologies
grow and flourish or struggle and die. It is the soil. All manner of things get planted in it, but some things grow to be
weeds while others grow to be trees. The trees are those theologies—those beliefs—that get nourishment from mul ple veins of groundwater within the Bible. The weeds are those theologies that spring up at the first sign of water near
the surface, and then wilt.
I have heard this story of Ananias and Sapphira preached as manipula on: Don't you withhold your money
from the church! Give it all like the widow with the mites, or else! That's a weed.
I have heard this story preached as jus fica on for bad behavior: ministers and churches with self-righteous
vindic veness in them lean on it for their ideas of "church discipline." That's a weed.
I have heard this story preached as a warning: Cross God and die. That's a weed with mean s ckers all over it.
Preaching is interpreta on. The problem with these interpreta ons of this story is that they get the story
wrong. If it is a historical event in the sense that we modern folks think of history, this story is gruesome. The punishment doesn't fit the crime. There's a lack of jus ce in the dealings of the early church. But if this story is a parable—the
kind of literature that fills the Bible and especially the teachings of Jesus upon which the apostles build their ministry in
Acts—well, then it's good news. I believe this story is a parable. I believe this story is like the story of Abraham and
Isaac on Mt. Moriah. It is a story that a group of faithful believers tell in order to teach about themselves and God.
If you'll go with me there, then the ques on we must ask ourselves as a group of faithful believers again telling
the story in order to teach is this: How are we using this story in our lives? Said another way, What does this story
teach us about living faithfully?
I want to suggest two things.
First, no ce a subtle but cri cal feature: The church does not kill--or even punish--Ananias or Sapphira. The Old
Testament may be full of exile from the community and the stoning of sinners by the community, but such does not
find trac on in the life and ministry of Jesus Christ, who is the head of the church in Acts. Peter confronts them verbally; that's it. The story of Abraham and Isaac atop Mt. Moriah is the ancient Israelite's way of teaching one another that
while others may sacrifice children, we do not. God stops Abraham from plunging that knife. This story of Ananias and
Sapphira works like that. It is the early church's way of teaching that while Rome may stone and crucify, the people of
God do not sit in judgment and come together to kill. It would have been so easy--and so in keeping with the long witness of the Old Testament--for them to gather and stone Ananias and Sapphira. They do not. Are there consequences
for bad behavior? So it would seem. Are those consequences ours to dole out? No.
That's the first thing. Now, let's get to the economics of the Kingdom of God. Jesus spent his earthly ministry
preaching and living out his theology of the Kingdom of God. David Gushee and Glen Stassen define the Kingdom of
God by scru nizing Jesus' preaching. Using his favorite book of his Bible, Jesus preaches from Isaiah seven marks of
God's Kingdom. They are deliverance, jus ce, peace, joy, God's presence, healing, and return from exile. Despite what
all those preachers preached to me growing up about passages like Acts 5, manipula on is not there. Self-righteous
human judgmentalism is not there. An angry, vengeful God watching and wai ng for you to misstep is not there.
What is there in the Acts 5 parable is a genuine community. The wrong commi ed by Ananias and Sapphira is
the lie they tell to the community. They withhold part of their stuﬀ, which was not the way of the community to which
they seek to belong, and they know it. They keep a li le for themselves, and they lie about it. Lies undermine community. For all we know, Ananias and Sapphira had a good reason for withholding some of the proceeds from the property
sale. But when they bring the rest of their proceeds to the apostles, they present it as the whole. And Peter sees
through the lie. How did he know if Acts 5 is not a parable?
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The marks of the Kingdom of God as preached by Jesus from Isaiah are deliverance, jus ce, peace, joy, God's
presence, healing, and return from exile. None of these things are served by the ac ons of Ananias and Sapphira. In
this parable, they represent the ways of the Roman Empire. Gain an edge, don't show all of your cards, prac ce a li le
misdirec on to make the deal that is to your greatest advantage. That's thoroughly Roman stuﬀ, but in Acts, Peter has
finally come into his own. He finally understands what kind of messiah Jesus was: the kind that preached and lived out
the Kingdom of God to create a Kin-dom of God among the peoples of the earth. A Kin-dom of God is only possible if
we share. A Kin-dom of God is only possible if we are honest with one another. A Kin-dom of God only comes about
when we let with our individual and communal life be guided by the ideals of the Kingdom of God: deliverance, jus ce,
peace, joy, God's presence, healing, and return from exile.
Acts 5 is not a license to lock and load for believers. It's not jus fica on for a "take 'em out" or "get 'em out"
theology. It is, in fact, a parabolic glimpse of the Kingdom of God and the Kin-dom of God that it seeks to create. That
requires sharing, and that requires honesty. It requires jus ce--Biblical jus ce--the kind that demands everyone have
what they need to live a good life.
Ananias and Sapphira made a pledge and broke it. Then they lied about it. That can undo a community. And so
they are wri en out of the parable that the early church tells to teach itself. The story of Abraham and Isaac atop Mt.
Moriah is the ancient Israelite's way of teaching one another that while others may sacrifice children, we do not. God
stops Abraham from plunging that knife. The story of Ananias and Sapphira works like that. Romans may keep a cut for
themselves, may cheat and lie to their own advantage, but the church does not.
Ananias and Sapphira die in this story, but not at the hands of the church. In fact, the story is vague about their
cause of death. They hear Peter challenge them, and they die.
What do you do with this story? You could do a lot of bad things with it. Manipulate. Punish. Excommunicate.
Teach that God is a kid with a magnifying glass over an ant hill. Or, maybe, you could see it as a parable, a story with a
lesson to teach. Maybe the lesson is that that old Egyp an and Roman ways of economics and interpersonal rela onships must die before the people can enter the Promised Land and incarnate the Kin-dom of God around deliverance,
jus ce, peace, joy, God's presence, healing, and return from exile.
Maybe the lesson is that God doesn't kill people for stepping out of line--the text doesn't actually say that anyway.
Maybe the lesson is that our job is to keep our focus on following Jesus' lead and incarna ng the Kin-dom of
God. Maybe the lesson is that when we do that, as Acts 5:16 says, "Everyone will be healed."
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Acts 6. It wasn't all that long ago that I oﬀered a sermon on this passage. In May, on Deacon Nomina on Sunday, I preached this story. That sermon was a deep dive into the meaning of the word diakonia--deacons--and a deep
dive into this congrega on's history of courageously following the lead of the Holy Spirit and saying yes to women and
men who felt called to serve in that role. Diakonia means servant, and as you just heard read, the role arose in response to a most mundane yet cri cal need among the church folks: the need for the underprivileged to receive their
righ ul por on of food. For that reason, the deacons of this congrega on typically carry out the service of the Lord's
Supper. They are also charged with ensuring care and prayer are oﬀered to the individuals and families of the congrega on. Deaconing is a big job. Many think it has to do with the leadership of a congrega on, but the leadership authority of a deacon is ed directly to the servanthood that they live into in their ordained role. Said simply: un l all
have received their righ ul por on of the daily food service, as Acts 6 calls it, the leadership authority of a deacon or
the deacons is lackluster.
If you serve as an ordained deacon of First Bap st Church, this is the primary work the congrega on has asked
of you, just as the community asked it of the Seven in Acts 6. It's about food. It's about the mundane things which enable and sustain a good life for people in this broken world. Serve. Serve your neighbor. Serve your congrega on. Serve
your community. I believe that the book of Acts suggests that when diakonia do this, they are agents of God, incarna ng li le outposts of Christ's Kingdom and Kin-dom in this old aching world.
That's more or less what I preached in May from Acts 6. It's s ll vitally important--both for the work of God in
the world here in our town, and for the vitality and health of our congrega on.
Today, I want to turn the gem that is Acts 6:1-7 and let the light refract through it in a diﬀerent shade, from a
diﬀerent angle. Willie James Jennings serves the church as Associate Professor of Systema c Theology and Africana
Studies at Yale Divinity School. He is a Black Bap st minister. He is a marvelous writer and preacher. As part of my
summer sermon series discipline, I'm reading his new commentary on the book of Acts as I preach through Acts in our
long, green Ordinary Time season. Jennings plays up the theme of diaspora in his book. Diaspora is an English loanword taken from biblical Greek. Most literally, it means "across sca er." Because English syntax doesn't work like that,
we clean up the defini on to mean "disperse." Diaspora comes from the Old Testament narra ves of Babylonian conquest in which the Babylonian colonists exiled the leaders of Israel to other parts of the Babylonian Empire. In English
usage, diaspora refers to [quote] a sca ered popula on whose origin lies in a separate geographic locale. [end-quote].
That quote comes from Wikipedia. Not always, but some mes, they get it right.
"A sca ered popula on whose origin lies in a separate geographic locale." Diaspora.
Willie Jennings reminds his readers that this is the context in which the early church in Acts lives. As a good
preacher might, he's using the word slightly metaphorically. Yes, the early church is in its home geography. But no, the
early church is not at home. The specter of Rome haunts their every move. Roman Legions regularly march through
their streets, a reminder that they are a people sca ered, dispersed--not from their land, but from their being home in
it. To put the plane on the runway, Jennings seems to be saying that diaspora is the experience a child has in an abusive home. Diaspora is the experience of a worker suﬀering under inadequate wages and oppressive management.
Diaspora is a parent trying to provide for their family and finding that the money doesn't last the month, and the roof
is leaking. Diaspora is si ng alone in the school cafeteria, enduring the side-eye of the students si ng at the adjacent
table. Diaspora is living on a er your long me life partner has died. Diaspora is a room in the nursing home in your
hometown. Diaspora is the experience of both the early church as a whole, and of the Greek-speaking widows--but
not the Aramaic speaking widows--within it in Acts 6. Diakonia--ordained servanthood--is the church's response to diaspora. Jennings says, "They will be deacons (diakonia), that is, signs of the many becoming the one servant of all."
And "The seven are of the diaspora, their bodies already bearing both diﬀerence and sameness, both foreign and
home. They are of Israel and of more than Israel. Now they will be angled by the Spirit of the living God into a living,
breathing struggle for Israel's future, for its iden ty and life." And of course, we miss it if we miss that that angling by
the Spirit begins with oﬀering bread to widows--people who in their culture were at best le out and at worst oppressed by the Roman system. Diakonia begins with feeding hungry people.
All and all, I'm proud of you, First Bap st Church. I know it's messy work in a messy world to follow Jesus' example. But I've seen you tend to widows and widowers. I've seen you feed those who have great need in their lives
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without asking judgmental ques ons. I've seen you assemble food baskets and toy boxes for families during Christmas.
I've seen you lead and volunteer at ROHO, ensuring that children who the school systems iden fy as at-risk receive
clothes and toys for Christmas. When you do these things, you are diakonia--you are deacons--all of you. You are
agents of the Holy Spirit working as the church in a broken, empire-driven world that values profit over human life. Will
your ac ons solve the inequi es and injus ces of the world, the na on, or even the state? No. Will they solve them for
someone, for now? Yes. And that's what the Twelve and the community created diakonia for. To solve the problem of
bread, for now, given the state of the world all around. And by the way, in Bap st prac ce, diakonia‐‐deacons--are
merely the first among equals. You're all diakonia; you're all servants of Christ through the church for the world that
God so loves.
We don't get to rest on our laurels, friends. We do some good here in Middlesboro and beyond. If we are to be
faithful to Christ's example, we must never stop striving to do more good. To serve more. To give more. To love more.
Edward Said served as professor of literature at Columbia University during his life me in the 20th century. He
wrote of exile, a similar word to diaspora--the state of a sca ered popula on whose origin lies in a separate geographic
locale--he wrote this:
"Exile is a jealous state. What you achieve is precisely what you have no wish to share, and it is in the drawing
of lines around you and your compatriots that the [two] least a rac ve aspects of being in exile emerge: [1.] an exaggerated sense of group solidarity, and [2.] a passionate hos lity to outsiders, even those who may in fact be in the
same predicament as you."
Said describes the predicament in which the Greek-speaking widows of Acts 6 find themselves within the
church. They are under the thumb of the Aramaic-speaking church leaders who have looked out for the Aramaicspeaking widows but neglected the Greek-speaking widows. And, as Said says so poignantly, they're all in the same
boat under Roman occupa on. Nonetheless, the Aramaic leaders and widows have privilege within the group and develop "the [two] least a rac ve aspects of being in exile emerge: [1.] an exaggerated sense of group solidarity, and [2.]
a passionate hos lity to 'outsiders,' even those who may in fact be in the same predicament as you."
Do you see it? Do you see how the machinery of the world can turn people in diaspora against one another?
That's the facet, that's the diﬀerent angle, the diﬀerent refrac on of this story that I want you to hear today. That, and
the response of the church at the nudging of Acts' main character, the Holy Spirit--the crea on of diakonia, of those
who will serve their neighbors. Inside the church body. Outside the church body. For Christ's sake. With the Spirit's aid.
Stephen, Philip, Prochorus, Nicanor, Timon, Parmenas, Nicolaus. These waiters are your ancestors in the faith.
They wrap towels around their waists, put nets over their hair, and bring food to the tables of those who have none.
And when they do this, Acts 6:7 says, "God's word con nued to grow. The number of disciples in Jerusalem increased
significantly."
Of all the ideas out there for "growing a church," so few involved the exis ng church folks becoming waiters to
the community around them. Maybe that's because of our hubris as Chris ans. The Holy Spirit--Act's main character-doesn't bother with hubris. But the Holy Spirit howls through the halls and the souls of a group of waiters pu ng bread
on tables.

July 18, 2021 ‐‐ “God With Us” ‐‐ Psalm 31:1‐5; 15‐16, Acts 7:54 ‐ 8:2

Page 7

"And Saul approved of their killing him."
It is a harrowing story to read. Stephen has just preached the sermon of his life. Stephen is arrested for what
appears to be heresy, which is too o en a churchy way of saying, "You don't believe what I do, and I hold the power."
A er his arrest, Stephen speaks for almost an en re chapter of Acts--52 verses. The New Revised Standard Version calls
this sec on of text "The Stoning of Stephen." Kind of like "The Woman at the Well" or "The Prodigal Son," "The Stoning
of Stephen" is one of those tles you can punch into Google. You'll get a Wikipedia ar cle, blog posts, and Renaissance
art. This story looms large in the collec ve memory of the church through the centuries. And it's hard reading.
Stephen just preached the sermon of his life--quite literally. It spans 52 verses of Acts, nearly all of chapter 7.
It's one of those good old Bible sermons where the preacher begins at or near The Beginning, in Stephen's case, with
Abraham. From Abraham to Moses to Joshua, to David and Solomon, Stephen tells the story of human faith and God's
faithfulness. Then at the end: he comes to the Holy Spirit, which brings us to Stephen's present. Stephen is the one on
trial for alleged heresy, but he, like Jesus flipping tables in the Temple, flips the script on his judgers. "You s ﬀ-necked
people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you are forever opposing the Holy Spirit, just as your ancestors used to do.
Which of the prophets did your ancestors not persecute? They killed those who foretold the coming of the Righteous
One, and now you have become his betrayers and murderers. You are the ones that received the law as ordained by
angels, and yet you have not kept it."
Ouch. It seems Stephen lacked the finesse of his Master Jesus. The council doesn't wait for Rome to show up
like it did in Luke's Gospel. They drag Stephen out of the city into the countryside, where it can be a secret aﬀair, and
they stone him to death. Stoning is the ancient equivalent of a firing squad--everyone par cipates, everyone has rocks,
no one knows which rock killed the man, and so no one person is guilty of carrying out the murder. It is a harrowing
story to read.
Bible stories like this one o en recall my mind to Dietrich Bonhoeﬀer. During World War II, he was a German
Chris an who plo ed to assassinate Hitler but was caught and killed by the Third Reich. Bonhoeﬀer wrote a book en tled The Cost of Discipleship. He would know. So would Stephen. A lot--a lot--more than any of us si ng here in this
sanctuary today. When I hear Chris ans in the United States talk of their persecu on at the hands of culture or government, I can't help but balk. This story is harrowing to read.
So, the groundwork has now been laid. You have the broad brushstrokes of what is going on in Acts 7. It's me
to ask: Where's the Gospel in this story? Many Chris ans conflate the Gospel with the Bible. The Bible is our book of
Scripture, our source of special revela on, but it is not the Gospel. Gospel means "good news," and Gospel exists within the words of the Bible. Some mes it's harder to suss out than others. Where's the Gospel in this story? That's what
I'd like to spend the remainder of this sermon working on with you.
Willie James Jennings, the Yale Divinity School theologian with whom we've spent this summer in this sermon
series on Acts, points out something I believe insigh ul in Acts 7:54-8:2. A er saying that Stephen performs what he
speaks--that is, he walks the walk--and a er he points out that humans have once again taken into their hands that
which does not belong to them--that is, violence and execu on--a er saying that, Jennings points out, [quote]
"Something else...is happening that could easily be missed in the rushed judgement to death." "Stephen is being joined
to God. ... God, the Holy Spirit, fills Stephen and will face death with him." Jennings goes on to say, "This will always be
the case for believers."
There it is. The Gospel in a harrowing Bible story, easily missed because our eyes are drawn to the contest and
the violence. More from Jennings, because it's just so darn good: "No ma er how hard they are being thrown, the
stones cannot separate Stephen from God. Nor can any stone, no ma er its velocity, its surprising angle, or its accuracy
in hi ng our vulnerable places, ever separate those who know the savior from God." There it is—the Gospel in a terrifying passage of the Bible.
And just a li le more from Jennings, because this week, he writes it so very well: "The joining [of God and human] has happened. But the performance is not finished. Stephen yields the stage to another player, whose performance, forever finished, can now only be echoed. Stephen looks up and sees the Son of Man, the bringer of the new
age, standing. ... Now Jesus and Stephen act together. Jesus stands and again gestures his journey's end in God, and
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Stephen repeats his savior's journey in deed and word." Even the thrown stones of an execu on squad lose their power
when we listen to Stephen's words. "Lord Jesus, receive my spirit." "Lord, do not hold this sin against them." Jennings
wraps up by saying, "This is witness joined at the site of death. This is witness that cannot die."
There it is. There's the Gospel in this harrowing Bible story. The Stoning of Stephen, like the Crucifixion of Jesus
before it, should have been the Orwellian end of the story. The crowd around should have walked away u ering, "We
love Big Brother Rome." Empire should have won. Everyone should have been reminded again: Don't step out of line,
or you'll get it, too.
But that's not how it goes Luke's telling of Acts. "No ma er how hard they are thrown, the stones cannot separate Stephen from God." Filled with the Holy Spirit in the moment of his death, Stephen stares into heaven as the
agents of empire seize him, and the rocks begin to fly. He sees God's majesty and Jesus standing there. Jesus, Stephen's
Lord, who also died under the weight of injus ces of the Roman Empire, stands with him. And that's the Gospel in the
story of a stoning execu on.
As Paul, who witnesses Stephen's murder here, writes in Romans, "Who will separate us from the love of
Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecu on, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is wri en, 'For your
sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.' No. In all these things we are more
than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor
things present, not things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all crea on, will be able to
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord." Knowing that Paul was standing there the day the authories murdered Stephen changes how I hear what he writes to the church in Rome.
The Gospel in a hard, hard Bible text: Nothing--Nothing in all crea on--will be able to separate you from the
love of God in Christ Jesus. In the moment of his murder, Stephen tes fies to us 2,000 years later that it is so. If it is
true for Stephen in Luke's story in Acts, it is true for us in our story in the present. If it's true that nothing can stand between a person and God's love for a guy whose body gets ba ered by rocks un l he dies, it's true for you, and it's true
for me. We really should stop chit-cha ng about "Chris an persecu on" in America. I won't go there when the subject
is brought up because I see Stephen in my mind's eye. Where I will go: Nothing, nothing, nothing, in all crea on, can
separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Those words were wri en by a guy who stood there that day
and relished Stephen's death.
That's the Gospel. In Stephen's life. In Paul's life. In my life and your life. Whatever you are going through, nothing can separate. Whatever the trauma of the last year, nothing can separate. Whatever is sideways or messed up in
the world, nothing can separate. Whatever pain, whatever grief, whatever sin, whatever catastrophe--nothing can separate. So go. Go and follow Jesus. Go serve the world that God so loves. Go knowing that in the darkest of places, in the
valley of the shadow of death itself, you will look up and see the face of God. You will look up and find Jesus standing
with you.
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Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch. It's one of the more well-known passages in the book of Acts. Perhaps that is
because of the drama c storytelling and o eat characters. Maybe it's because of the humor. It's not every passage in
the Bible that has the Holy Spirit saying to a foot-bound apostle, "Catch him!" as a gold-gilded chariot pulled by fine
horses makes the earth tremble.
"Catch him," is a very valid transla on of the Greek that the Common English Bible renders: "Approach this carriage and stay with it." "Catch him!" sounds a lot more like the Holy Spirit that has howled through the house and animated Peter to preach all over Jerusalem in Acts 1-7. And it's funny to picture Philip in his sandals and robe chasing
a er such a ride as the Treasurer of the Ethiopians would have had.
Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch is a be er-known story than many others in Acts. Perhaps it's the drama c
characters. Maybe it's the humor. Maybe it's both of these things, plus what's going on with the character who starts
the whole thing going in the first place. Remember: despite the tle given this book of the Bible by the church, the Holy
Spirit is the main character of the Acts of the Apostles. In addi on to injec ng some humor, the Holy Spirit brings together two people who, frankly, would never have cause to get together otherwise. The Ethiopian Treasurer rumbles
by on his way, no doubt, to visit with the Roman authori es. Philip wanders along the road, a member of an outcast
group of conquered peoples who Rome is currently arres ng in droves with the help of a certain young man named
Saul. The powerful and the persecuted. The invited and the tolerated. The Ethiopian Treasurer and the apostle. That's
who the Holy Spirit pushes together in this story.
The way Luke tells the story only reinforces this idea. The Ethiopian is riding high in his chariot, in charge of the
wealth of an empire, reading the prophet Isaiah. Books are commonplace for us today, but only the wealthiest had the
means to possess a book for private reading in ancient Rome. And, he can read. Taken for granted today, literacy was
not nearly so common in the ancient world. It points to educa on, which we take for granted today but only the elite
had access to in the ancient world. The Holy Spirit, Acts' main character who howls in and fills the whole house on the
Day of Pentecost in Acts 2, howls through this roadside scene and pushes together these two most unlikely companions.
Beloved, this is the story here. Luke draws these two characters in such a way as to show you just how very
diﬀerent they are and has the Holy Spirit driving them together. In all the details, in all the humor and intrigue, that's
the story. The Holy Spirit loves to take two people who couldn't be more diﬀerent and push them together. Why? Because that's how God takes the chaos of this world and turns it into beau ful crea on.
One of my favorite passages of the Bible--along with this one and the "God is love" passage we read today from
1 John, is James 1:19. "Be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger." God knows I--nor you--get that right all the
me, but I love that passage. It is, for me, a mantra--a statement or slogan I repeat frequently. "Be quick to listen, slow
to speak, slow to anger." If there are besides the Holy Spirit heroes in this Acts 8 story, they are heroes only because
they incarnate, embody this no on from James 1. The only thing that the Ethiopian and Philip have in common is that
they are both open-minded to new ideas and open-hearted to one another. Neither of them had read James 1, but
both of them are heroes in this story because they are "quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger." The Holy Spirit
can--and does--use people like that.
I've been reading some history lately, mainly some Doris Kearns Goodwin stuﬀ on Abraham Lincoln. If you receive my emails and actually read them, you got a taste of that this week. Lincoln is fascina ng to me. Here is a president who is not number 40-something down the line but number 16. The na on s ll feels remarkably young and fragile. And there is a great crisis brewing. Lincoln wins the presiden al elec on of 1860, and by the me he is inaugurated,
by the me he is sworn in and takes oﬃce, seven states have succeeded from the Union. As president-elect, elected
but not yet in power, Lincoln watched 21% of the country walk out the door.
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Today, we are living in mes of crisis. Global pandemics, climate change, interracial conflict, economic inequity.
Then there is, of course, all our personal stuﬀ that we had to deal with before any of that became so glaring and loud.
Grief. Conflict with family and friends. Medical condi ons, both physical and mental. It's always temp ng to say, "Well,
it could always be worse," but I tell you: I don't say that anymore. I didn't stop saying it because it's untrue; I stopped
saying it because it's unhelpful. Of course, it could always be worse. A meteorite could fly out of the sky and crush my
house today. "It could always be worse" denies people living with current problems care and concern by crowding
them with stuﬀ from the past or possibili es from the future. In 1860, people were living in mes of crisis. Today, people are living in mes of crisis. I have no interest in ranking the two against one another. That's a distrac on from oﬀering the care and concern needed in this present moment.
What fascinates me about Abraham Lincoln and the Ethiopian Eunuch and the Apostle Philip is what they all
have in common. Whether they were ever able to read James 1 or not, all of them incarnated its words. They were embodiments in this old aching world--a world that was in crisis during this story in Acts 8, too--embodiments of "quick to
listen, slow to speak, slow to anger." In Lincoln's me, that enabled him to put together and hold together his conflicted presiden al cabinet and his conflicted country. In the me of the Ethiopian and Philip, that enabled the Holy Spirit
to create sacred community among strangers who would have otherwise hated one another.
Beloved, if you can't yet tell, this sermon is about evangelism. But it's not about that old brow-bea ng, 20thcentury American version the word conjures for most of us. It's about the kind of evangelism that Acts 8 puts before us.
This sermon is a call to you, Chris an friends, to be like the Ethiopian and to be like Philip. The Ethiopian's culture says
that vagrants wandering along the sides of the road don't ma er, yet he stops the carriage. Philip's culture says that
the reality of "eunuch" makes this man unclean, untouchable, and yet, he bap zes him. Had either of these two decided to listen to their culture, there wouldn't have been room for the Holy Spirit to make community.
Somewhere along the line, we lost our way with evangelism. Maybe it was our arrogance. Perhaps our misplaced allegiances to culture over Christ. We--the church at large--got loud. Forceful. Domineering, even. Our evangelists yelled and screamed and demeaned and excluded, and told us that is what it means to be faithful, to be Biblebelieving. I don't believe that, and I don't think that the Holy Spirit does either. Look to those visited by the Spirit here
in Acts. An Ethiopian Eunuch. An apostle named Philip. If either of these had chosen to be as quick to speak, as quick to
anger as most of us are in our culture today, I imagine the Holy Spirit would have blown right overheard. God loves
those who are "quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger" because they are the type of people God can use to make
blessed community in this red, crisis-riddled world. One reckless run, one chariot ride, one conversa on, one bap sm
at a me. As far as I can tell, in Acts 8, humility is the stuﬀ evangelism runs on. And humility is the dirt faith grows within.
First John says, "God is love." John 3:16 says, "For God so loved the world." What makes us think that we ever
get to do anything other than love?
Beloved, "Be quick to listen, slow to speak, slow to anger." The Holy Spirit loves that. The Holy Spirit can work
with that for the good of all y'all.
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Give With Me

Kristy and I are not financially wealthy.
In my family tree, you find mechanics,
tobacco and dairy farmers, miners,
Rev. Zachary L. Bay contractors, sales representa ves
for manufacturing companies, and
a school bus driver. Shake Kristy's family tree, and out
comes contractors, sales reps, nurses, university staﬀ,
a soccer club owner‐operator, and a janitor. As you can
see from these lists, Kristy and I are wealthy people
blessed with family that found their way in the world
and lived a variety of experiences doing it. The love of
these folks makes us wealthy. Their life experience
shared with us makes us wealthy. But financially? Well,
Kristy and I are like many of you‐‐solidly middle‐class
from solidly working and middle‐class folks.
I say all of that to set the stage to talk with you
about charitable giving. I say all of that to say that
when Kristy and I give financially, it's to organiza ons
we believe in. Like you, we'd give $100,000 a year if we
had it, but we don't. Like you, we care about making
the world a be er place, and one way among many
that we serve that end is charitable giving.
This month, you will be receiving a le er from
the Finance Commi ee and me asking you to
remember First Bap st Church in your charitable
giving, to make a special addi onal dona on if you are
able. This le er is not an alarm sounded by anxious,
hand‐wringing church leaders. It is not a sign that the
church is capsizing in the current cultural storms. It is
an invita on to begin or to con nue to be a part of
something special here in Middlesboro, KY. It is a
request to give a li le extra if you are able to help First
Bap st Church con nue the good work that God
started here over 130 years ago.
One of my favorite theologians, the prolific
writer Henri Nouwen, once penned a short book on
fundraising. It was gi ed to me by a CBFKY colleague,
and at first, I rolled my eyes. I shouldn't have done
that. I've yet to come across anything that Nouwen has
wri en that I didn't find spiritually helpful, and this ny
book has been no excep on. Nouwen writes,
"Fundraising is a very rich and beau ful ac vity. It is a
confident, joyful and hope‐filled expression of
ministry" and "Fundraising is proclaiming what we
believe in such a way that we oﬀer other people an

opportunity to par cipate with us in our vision and
mission."
I think he's onto something here. Here's what
Kristy and I believe:
First Bap st Church is special. Here in this place
in the world, a Bap st church that preaches, teaches,
sings, and lives God's grace above all is unique. Kristy
and I have lived elsewhere. We have seen how rare a
church like ours is in a big city, let alone in a small town
in the mountains. Grace‐led, grace‐infused community
in everything we do, as much as we are able‐‐that's
special.
First Bap st Church is needed. Such a church is
a refuge for so many who can no longer take the
dogma c, judgmental religion that has passed for the
way of Jesus for centuries. Over the last year, I've had
numerous conversa ons with folks that all espouse a
common theme: I need a church like that! One person,
not a church member, said to me, "I joined you online
for worship and I wept. I didn't think I'd find a church
like that here." That person was talking about the way
First Bap st Church leads and ends with grace.
First Bap st Church is Christ's body. Each year
on Ascension of the Lord Sunday at the end of the
Easter season, I can't help but quote Teresa of Avila.
She says it just right:
"Christ has no body now but yours,
No hands, no feet on earth but yours,
Yours are the eyes with which He looks
Compassion on this world,
Yours are the feet with which He walks to do
good,
Yours are the hands with which He blesses all
the world.
Yours are the hands, yours are the feet,
Yours are the eyes, you are His body.
Because Kristy and I believe these things, we
give. Because I believe these things, I invite you to give
with us as you are able. I believe doing so means
sharing in this vision for our place in the world.

We have a unique opportunity this
month. The CBF General Assembly is
normally in June. It is held in a large
city where many people can gath‐
Beth C. Parker
er. They decided this year be‐
cause of COVID to have regional
mee ngs along with an online mee ng. Our region‐
al mee ng will be at St. Ma hews Bap st Church in
Louisville. It is going to be August 26‐27. They will
have breakout sessions as well as worship. You can
go online at CBF.net and register. You will love the
learning, worship and fellowship. If you cannot go
to Louisville you can s ll watch online. Consider
making a trip to CBF this year.

Venture Circle
A Venture Circle Picnic will be held on
August 31 at 6:00 p.m.
at the Na onal Park Shelter.
Bring your own dinner and drink.
Any lady who does not have
a circle is welcome.

Back to School Supply Drive

August always has me reminiscing about my
years in Middlesboro. This will be the beginning of
my 18th year. My son, Joel, was talking with me this
week. He reminded me of MusiCamps, choir re‐
treats and cantatas, Candlelight services, youth cre‐
a ve worship, bell fes vals, anniversary celebra‐
ons and many other mes together. I think about
many friends who are not with us anymore. I miss
that great cloud of witnesses and I am glad I that I
was loved by them. First Bap st has special people.
I look forward to safely returning to our choirs
and to a fuller worship on Sundays. Grace and
peace to you.

Venture Circle is organizing a School Supply
Drive. Items must be turned in by 8/22.
There is a basket in the foyer at the church for
supplies, or you may contact Carol Stapleton
to arrange a dona on.
Items Needed:
#2 Pencils
Crayola Crayons
Lined Paper
Glue S cks
Colored Pencils
Facial Tissue
Scissors
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Church Announcements
Important
Dates In August
Combined Sunday School
10:00 a.m.
Sunday Morning Worship
11:00 a.m. (in person/
YouTube)
Wednesday Mid‐Day
Prayer with the Pastor
12:00 p.m. on Facebook Live

The

Pinnacle
August 2021

Deacons Mee ng
August 16 at 7:00 p.m.
on Zach’s back deck.
Finance Commi ee Mee ng
August 10 at 5:00 p.m.
Business Mee ng
August 11 at 6:30 p.m.
Zoom links will be sent via email
closer to the meeƟng date.

Staﬀ
Rev. Zachary L. Bay
Pastor
Beth C. Parker
Minister of Music
Elizabeth Lowden
Oﬃce Administrator
Billy Hunter
Facili es Manager
Cherry Stamper
Child Care Coordinator
Phillip Akers
Media Coordinator
Janet Ma hews
Organist
Teresa Brown
Organist/Pianist
Bonnie Daniels
Pianist
Rev. John E. Pennington, Jr.
Pastor Emeritus

Church
Picnic

Church members gather on Rev. Zach Bay’s deck for Porch Oﬃce Hours.

Join us for the Annual Church Picnic on

Watch your email for future oﬃce hours invita ons!

Summer me Fellowship

August 29 at 6:00 p.m. at Ford’s Wood Park!
“The Pinnacle” is the monthly publica on of the First Bap st Church of Middlesboro, Ky.

