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Begin In Humility

No small part of the pastoral vocation is
reading. I have a pastor friend who
recently finished his Doctor of Ministry
research. He asked the question:
Rev. Zachary L. Bay
What effect does systematic and
sustained reading have on the minister?
I haven't read his work in full to know what his
research found, but I know that reading affects me as a
pastor. I believe that it affects you, as church folks, too.
I usually have a stack of books that I am
working my way through. Among them currently is a
book entitled Christian Doctrine by Shirley Guthrie. I
fished this book from a used clearance shelf a couple
of years ago because it was cheap and because I knew
just a little of Shirley Guthrie. For about 40 years,
Guthrie served as Professor of Systematic Theology at
Columbia Theological Seminary. He published the first
edition of Christian Doctrine in 1968 as part of a church
Sunday School curriculum; the revised edition of the
book I am reading arrived in 1994. I like this book
because it does what so many don't: it brings a
seasoned academic theologian out of the ivory tower
and into conversation with the church. Guthrie's work
is plain-spoken, humble, and clear, all while touching
upon the deepest reaches of theology. Guthrie was a
Presbyterian, and his book is written [very openly and
graciously] from that tradition. It was ahead of its time,
and thus, is still good reading nearly 30 years later. For
me serving as your pastor in 2021, reading Christian
Doctrine is like talking with and listening to a great
theologian from a kindred tradition who died in 2004. I
need not agree with everything he says to learn and
grow in conversation with him.
All that to say: I very much like the way Guthrie
opens his book. Chapter 1 isn't, as often systematic
theologies are, about God. Chapter 1 is about the
theologian asking the questions about God. Under the
subtitle "Who Are You?" on the first page of the first
chapter, Guthrie writes:
"You are not only a Christian; you are
either a male or female whose life, in fact if not
in theory, is as much determined by your
sexual as by your religious needs and desires,
thoughts, and instincts. ... You are a member of
a family community; you are a husband or wife,
father or mother, son or daughter, brother or

sister. ... You are a member of one race or
another, one economic class or another; ... You
are deeply involved not only in the Christian
way of life but also the American way of life,
which is something quite different. ... You are
citizens of a particular nation as well as 'citizens
of heaven,' and your liberal or conservative
politics affects your theology as much as your
liberal or conservative theology affects your
politics. ... In short, part of your life is colored
by what goes on in the church, but as much of
it is colored by what goes on in the home,
bank, supermarket, courthouse, and movie and
television studios. Even when you leave the
'world' to go to church, you take your worldly
life with you."
To me, this is so refreshing because it is so
rare. What a great start to the audacious task of
systematizing Christian theology! Guthrie is reminding
every reader of his internationally published book that
you, me, and him--all of us--see things the way we do
because of where we stand in all these complicated
relationships. I heard a pastor just the other day say,
"Your experience is not everyone's experience." I hear
that as a self-evident truth, and yet, it slips away from
me the moment I begin to move around the world's
"secular" spheres.
If I were to sum up Gutherie's first chapter, I'd
say it this way: "Humility is where the task of theology
begins." We are living in dark days. Humility eludes us
individually and socially. Where there is no humility,
there is no listening to others or honesty about
ourselves. If we rush past the questions "Who is a
Theologian?" and "Who Are You?" straight to "Who is
God?", we enter our conversations about faith with
arrogance. Either way, we will come to the question,
"Who is God?" But one road leads us there with
blindness about ourselves and our places in the world-with great arrogance--and the other leads us there
with openness, vision, and humility.
Choose wisely where you begin thinking and
talking about your faith. It can make well make all the
difference in you and in others.

We are now a year and a half into a
global pandemic. We had some encouragement, then a new variant. We
are dealing with catastrophic fires and
floods along with hurricanes and
Beth C. Parker
their aftermath. We are grieving
with our Afghan brothers and sisters, as
well as those who fought in the war. Our plates are
full. They are full and overflowing.
Jack Pennington gave me courage this past Sunday. The story about Mr. Roger’s mother and her
words of reassurance gave me a new perspective. She
told her son, “In times of crisis, look for the helpers.”
We may feel lost. We can feel alone, but there are
always helpers among us. Or maybe we can be the
helper for a friend or fellow struggler.
It seems we are walking in darkness these days
and yet, we are afraid of the darkness around us. We
pursue the safety of the light, but what if the darkness
has good in it? What if we learn more while in the
darkness than we do in the light? God created darkness and light. God is present in darkness and light.
Emmanuel. God with us. It takes courage to walk in
the darkness. Barbara Brown Taylor shares what she
learned from darkness in her book, “Learning to Walk
in the Dark.” Her words gave me a new appreciation
for the “dark.”
The way most people talk about darkness, you would
think that it came from a whole different deity, but no.
To be human is to live by sunlight and moonlight, with
anxiety and delight, admitting limits and transcending
them, falling down and rising up. To want a life with
only half of these things in it is to want half a life,
shutting the other half away where it will not interfere
with one’s bright fantasies of the
way things ought to be.
I cry out the prayer of Thomas Merton as I walk in
today’s darkness. It gives me focus. It gives me courage.

My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not
see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain
where it will end. Nor do I really know myself, and the

fact that I think that I am following your will does not
mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that
the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I
hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope
that I will never do anything apart from that desire.
And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the
right road though I may know nothing about it.
Therefore will I trust you always though I may seem
to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not fear,
for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me
to face my perils alone.
Just this week I have found some helpers in Jack,
Barbara and Thomas. I will continue to “look for the
helpers.” I pray you will, too.

Thank You
Words cannot express our heartfelt thanks and
appreciation for the support shown to us during
our loss. The delicious food prepared by the
Bereavement group, your presence at the Funeral
Home, the many cards, prayers, and expressions of
love and encouragement have given us comfort
during these difficult days. You are, as always, a
very special group of Christians.

With love and gratitude,
The Family of Tony Daniels

Back to School
Thank you to all who donated school supplies for
this year’s Back to School Supply Drive! It was a
great success!

August 8, 2021 -- “A Time to Tear Down” -- Jeremiah 31:1-6, Acts 10:1-23a
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Yale Divinity School theologian Willie Jennings calls it "the obsessive love of God." "It," being the message of
Acts. "It," being the task of the preacher. I know preachers who get questioned, attacked, accused of preaching love
from the pulpit week in and week out. "When're you going to talk about sin, Preacher?" the frustrated party demands
in the doorway after the worship service. Many times, "sin" is specific. Say there's a wet-dry election going on in a conservative rural town. "When're you going to talk about drinkin', Preacher?" Say there's a divorced man or woman in the
pews, thinking about taking communion or joining the church or accepting a request to serve in some leadership capacity within the body. "When're you going to talk about divorce, Preacher?" Or say there's someone who lives differently
or loves differently. "When're you going to talk about gays, Preacher?" This question runs the gamut and usually includes all manner of matters--sins or not--about someone else's life that really bugs the fire out of the questioner. It's a
"There's no sin I hate more than yours" kind of thing. One of the best responses I've heard to that [trick] question is
this: "Oh yes. I'll get to that question just as soon as I finish up preaching on the grace and love Jesus Christ showed all
manner of people in the New Testament Gospels. Just as soon as I finish up preaching Jesus, I'll get to that."
We are sin-obsessed. We are accusation-obsessed. If they would just act differently, I would be more at peace
in the world. Several years ago, I went to meet a pastor who was new to the area. I relished the idea of a new colleague
with whom I might have lunch and work on projects. It got off to a good start. He had Star Wars stuff. He had model
ships. When I walked into the room and saw these things, I thought to myself, "This will be great! We have common
interests!"' It took all of 25 minutes for this conversation with this pastor new to town to take on an anxious, strident
tone. "What're we going to do about these gay people?" We had barely gotten past "Hi, my name is..." I didn't even
know the man's last name yet. I wanted to talk about his Star Wars collection. I wanted to talk about clipper ships and
Old Iron Sides. As a Trekkie, I wanted to take a dig. "You know, the U.S.S. Enterprise could take the Millenium Falcon all
day long, right?"

What is it about Christian people that we simply can't wait to "talk about sin?" Twenty-five minutes--he didn't
know my last name either--and here come the accusations. Beloved, we are sin-obsessed, accusation-obsessed, but not
because Jesus told us to be. Jesus said, "This is how everyone will know that you are my disciples when you love each
other." Jesus said, "Love your neighbor as yourselves." Jesus said, "Love your enemies." But we Christians are sinobsessed. We love to accuse. It lets us off the hook. If I'm focused on you, I don't have to work as hard on me.
Acts 10 carries forward the work that Luke does in Acts 9. If you are looking at the text in the pew Bible, you
see the editors titled the chapter: "Peter, Cornelius, and the Gentiles." Luke, the author of Acts, goes to great lengths
here, just as he did with the Ethiopian Treasurer, to show you just how much this Cornelius has against him.
He is from Caesarea. A glance at the maps in the back of the Bible tells us that Caesarea is well north of Jerusalem--and Judea. To get to Caesarea from these "Holy Lands," one must enter another place: Samaria. This Cornelius is a
Samaritan! And he's a centurion, Acts tells us. And he's a Gentile. He's unclean. He's a "sinner." He doesn't do things
like we do. Luke's audience would have had all these thoughts, right alongside Peter, when they heard this story.
Peter has a vision. A four-cornered sheet descends from the heavens, and God says over it, "Get up, Peter! Kill
and eat!" Many Christians in the church's history have used this vision to cast off all semblance of "The Law" and permit themselves to eat bacon and lobster. I promise you this vision doesn't care about your consumption habits. This
vision is about Cornelius. But remember: it's a vision. God isn't telling Peter to get up, kill, and eat Cornelius. God is telling Peter that there is "a time for every matter under heaven," and that this is "a time to tear down."

In the ancient world, they didn't think of food as we do. We are consumer capitalists, and we look at the natural world as "natural resources." Animals are products. In Peter's time--and throughout most of human history--people
saw nature as part of themselves. "You are what you eat" wasn't a health slogan; it was a truth. To eat something
meant to make it a part of yourself. That's why Peter says, "Absolutely not, Lord! I have never eaten anything impure or
unclean." He's only following the rules. He's only following the way as he understands it. His statement is an act of
faith. And God says, "Never consider unclean what God has made pure." Three times.
I'm pretty sure that it took all three times. I'm pretty sure this was an agonizing moment for Peter. His faith.
What he'd been taught. His understanding of the world around him. His theology. All of it just got challenged. Everything "Mama an' 'em" ever taught him--it just got challenged. Not by a Greek or a Roman or a Gentile--by God! Can
that be? No wonder it takes three times to convince him.
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The book of Acts depicts God his way over and over again. Human beings build up walls. We build up belief systems and theologies, and we give our allegiance to those things. And that's fine. That's not bad. It helps us live. It helps
us make decisions. What's bad is allowing those beliefs and theologies and walls to come between us other people-between us and the Spirit of the Living God.
I remember rather vividly a day early on in seminary when one of my professors asked the class, "What is the
Word of God?" She waited. Predictably, in a Baptist seminary full of Baptist students, one or two in the room held up
their Bibles. She replied, "No. The Bible is important--central to our life as Baptists--but someone turn theirs to John 1
and read aloud. "In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God." "God, Christ, the
Holy Spirit--that is the Word of God," she said. Dr. Karen Massey, who you enjoyed hearing preach here a couple of
years ago, wasn't trying to disparage the Bible; she was only trying to put it in its proper place. It is a treasure of revelation for us. It is not the Word of God. It is not God.
The only way we Christians--we Baptists--begin to understand what is happening in Acts 10 is to make that distinction. Everything Peter believes everything Peter has ever been taught is being challenged in this moment. His understanding of his sacred texts, some of which are included in our Bible today, is challenged by God.

Acts 10 is insisting that God is the center of our faith. Nothing else. Acts 10 is insisting that Christ is Lord. Nothing else. Acts 10 insists that from time to time, God shows up and shatters our certainties so that we can continue to
grow in faith, in the likeness of Jesus Christ with the help of the Holy Spirit.
Don't buy it? Look what happens next. Peter preaches a sermon. It begins in verse 34. The opening line: "I really am learning that God doesn't show partiality to one group of people over another." After all that's happened in Peter's life up to this point, so much water under the bridge, so many years of discipleship and ministry, and his opening
line is "I really am learning..." He interprets the vision of the sheet as a call to grow once more. To expand his views
once more. To believe in an even bigger God. To trust the Holy Spirit--Acts' main character--above all else. As Karen
said to my class years ago: The Word of God is Jesus Christ. As the Baptist Faith and Message read for many, many decades before the fundamentalists got ahold of it, "The criterion by which the Bible is to be interpreted is Jesus Christ."
Because Peter managed to get all that right, the end of Acts 10 is nothing short of a second Pentecost. Verse
44: "While Peter was still speaking, the Holy Spirit fell on everyone who heard the word. The circumcised believers who
had come with Peter were astonished that the gift of the Holy Spirit had been poured out on even the Gentiles. They
heard them speaking in other languages and praising God. Peter asked, 'These people have received the Holy Spirit just
as we have. Surely no one can stop them from being baptized with water, can they?'"
What if Peter had been like us? Sin-obsessed. Accusation-obsessed. Who knows for sure? Maybe he would
have stifled the work of the Spirit here. Thank God he was courageous enough to lean into the ongoing revelation of
God in his time and place in Acts.
Will we follow his example in ours?

A Sermon by Rev. Zach Bay

August 15, 2021 -- “Word Vs. Word” -- Revelation 21, Acts 11

Page 5

Last Sunday, I told you a story from my days at McAfee School of Theology. That's a Baptist seminary at one of
Georgia's best Baptist schools--Mercer University. On the grounds there on the Atlanta campus where the seminary is
located, there is a statue of the university's namesake, Jessie Mercer. Jessie Mercer was born in 1769 and died in
1841. He was among the most prominent Baptist ministers of his day. Just three years before his death, the school
that had received a founding endowment from Mercer and his wife, Nancy Simons--a wealthy widow remarried to
Mercer--agreed to honor the couple by changing the institution's name to Mercer University. In 1838, the Georgia
General Assembly granted Mercer University a charter.
In case you're wondering, Zach and Kristy, Matt DuVall and Allison Anderson, and Stephen Parker are not the
only graduates of Mercer University you know. Trent Walters earned his pharmacy degree there, too. And perhaps
there are more among us who haven't mentioned it to me yet. This church has strong connections to two very distinguished Baptist schools of higher education: Georgetown College and Mercer University.
One of Jessie Mercer's most famous lines--a favorite of seminarians at McAfee School of Theology--is carved
into the brick around the statue of Jessie Mercer on campus. "Surely there are some Baptists who may be trusted."
Who knows what all Mercer was talking about when he said that in 18th-century America, but one thing we can say
with some certainty: he was talking about education. He believed in good education for Baptist laity and clergy. Many
Baptists historically and today have been allergic to education. "Don't let that school ruin you," Mama and them would
tell their Baptist kids as they left for college. No Jessie Mercer, and not you. First Baptist Church has a rich history with
Georgetown College and Mercer University and has a rich history of valuing theological education for both its clergy
and its laity.
Just the other day, I was talking with someone about education. They were frustrated about a strident, knowit-all type they had come across. Had a lot of "education," he insisted. I told my friend, "The real measure of an educated person is that they know what they don't know." As Jessie Mercer seems to have known so well, this sentiment
doesn't only apply to the "secular" fields of study but also the "sacred" ones.
Despite having given 21 years of my life thus far to theological education and pastoral ministry, there's a lot I
don't know. I think as a younger man--a college student or a seminarian--I thought that by now I would know. Those of
you who are ahead of me on the path: you know. You know the laughs on me. On all of us, really.

This reality about education, about knowing and not knowing, is what I love so much about this story in Acts
11. It's the subject of Acts 11:1-18. In Acts 10, Peter and Cornelius have just been pushed together by the howling Holy
Spirit, who is, of course, the main character of the book of Acts. Peter, the Jew. Cornelius, the Gentile. The leader of
Christ's maturing group of disciples in the fledgling church. The leader of Rome's mighty armies. The kosher Scripture
and tradition following man of faith. The Gentile who may or may not have followed much any of it, but who, Acts tells
us, loves God.
By all accounts, at this point, Peter has grown spiritually and knows the ways of faith deeply. And yet, in Acts
10, he has a vision of a sheet being lowered from the heavens, he hears the voice of God, and he decides to enter into
communion with Cornelius.
I thought Peter was better educated than that. Doesn't he know that Scripture says...the tradition says...Mama
and them say...You don't eat with Gentiles? That if you think you had a vision about such a thing, your vision is wrong.
It can't be. It must have come from somewhere else because Scripture says...the tradition says...Mama and them say...
This gets Peter hauled up in front of the church in Jerusalem in Acts 11.
"The apostles and the brothers and sisters throughout Judea heard that even the Gentiles had welcomed
God's word." In other words, they'd heard what Peter had been up to, and they weren't all too sure about that business. "When Peter went up to Jerusalem the circumcised believers criticized him. They accused him, [saying] 'You
went into the home of the uncircumcised and ate with them!'" You know that the Scripture says... the tradition says...
Mama and them say...
Who can say for sure what was going through the mind of old Jessie Mercer when he said, "Surely there are
some Baptists who may be trusted," but I don't think he would have been looking at Peter when he said it. I think he
would have been looking at his accusers. Jesus, after all, had little patience for accusers, but the church has since Jesus
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made accusation a favorite hobby. All of Judea has heard what Peter has done. It is tantamount to, oh, I don't know,
accepting members into a Baptist church in 1981 without rebaptizing them. Or laying ordaining hands on women in
1985. Or celebrating rather than maligning love in all its forms and the families it creates in more recent years. It's like
that, what Peter does here. He leaves the fold. He leaves the rules. He leaves behind the Baptist Faith and Message
because God shows up and leads him across a boundary line that human beings had drawn. The boundary line is visible
right there in Acts. "The apostles and the brothers and sisters throughout Judea..." Where's Peter been? Not Judea.
Judea's not just a place but also a religious identity. It's the promised land. Peter has ventured too far, and the accusers
have shown up right on cue: "Peter, you know the Scripture says... You know tradition says... You know Mama and 'em
say..."

Here's the mind-bending thing about this: They were right when they said it, but they are wrong now. What
Peter did wasn't in the book then, but it is now, what Peter did pulled the community of faith forward in line with the
vision of the Holy Spirit. And because he did that, this story is part of our tradition. We have it to lean on when someone says to us, "You know Scripture says... Baptist tradition says... Mama and 'em say..." Peter didn't have his own story as Scripture, but we do.
Most of you know that I came to pastor here from a pastoral residency at Northside Drive Baptist Church in
Atlanta. I was at that church for about five years, including my time as a seminarian, before they asked me to join the
staff. I've always loved the first line of their vision statement. It reads: "We believe God calls us into Christian community with the challenge to discern and act upon the ongoing revelation of God in our time and place." I don't know exactly
where they came up with that line--I wasn't there when they wrote it--but it sure fits what Peter is up to in Acts 11. It
sure is faithful to a living, breathing, Holy Spirit rushing through our lives and our churches and our world. And you,
First Baptist Church, have that same kind of spiritual bandwidth--and I love you for it. This old world--and this place in it
--need that kind of Christ-centered faith.
It's going to get Peter thrown in jail in Acts 12, but for today, in Acts 11, let's note that Peter does that, and the
faith of the faithful gets larger. It's right there, in verse 18.
"Once the apostles and other believers heard [his story of what happened], they calmed down. They praised
God and concluded, 'So then God has enabled Gentiles to change their hearts and lives so that they might have new
life."
Ha. And in writing it like that--tongue-in-cheek--I believe Luke is saying, "Yes. And you too, accusers."

A Sermon by Rev. Zach Bay.
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When it comes to the walk of faith, many of us feel like Paul in his statement to the Romans. “The things I
want to do, I don’t do, and the things I don’t want to do, I find myself doing.” We find that much of life is a matter of
falling down and getting up, learning from our mistakes.

Look at Moses for example. He was born the child of slaves in a foreign country. His people, the Hebrews, immigrated to Egypt during a famine. But they had been kept in Egypt and turned into slaves for 400 years and became
so numerous that they became a threat to Pharaoh. He felt that they might revolt.
So, he issued a cruel edict. He decreed that every male infant born to a Hebrew would be killed the minute he
was born. However, the family of Moses were very resourceful. They hid him in a float in the bulrushes of the Nile.

As slaves, his parents had to work every day, so they stationed an older sister to keep watch over the little float
while they were away. But one day, while the daughter of Pharaoh came to bathe in the Nile, she heard a baby crying.
When she pulled back the bulrushes, she found the little baby, and by a miracle of pure grace she fell in love
with the baby and persuaded her father to let her adopt him as her very own son. Moses was now going to be raised in
the royal palace as a prince. His mother was hired to be his nurse and nanny, and she taught him the traditions of his
Hebrew people.
Even though Moses was the adopted grandson of the Pharaoh, his heart went out to his people, who were being mistreated so badly. He could not bear to see how they had to live compared with their Egyptian owners, and he
vowed to do something about it, if he possibly could.
One day he saw an Egyptian abusing a slave, and it was more than he could stand. He ran to the slave’s defense and killed the Egyptian right on the spot. But killing always spurs more killing. And the Egyptian authorities said,
“This is the height of ingratitude. We raised you, and this is the thanks we get. Now you are going to get what you did
to that Egyptian.”
When Moses heard of that, he did what many of his people had done. He fled on foot into the desert. There
was not much hope for him there either. If he didn’t die of thirst, which many of them did, he would be killed as a fugitive by the nomad tribes who lived in the desert.
But just as he was saved once by Pharoah’s daughter, grace came to him a second time. Some Midianite shepherds found him and took him in, so that once again Moses was adopted by people who were not his own.
For some reason these shepherds were kind to him and taught him to tend sheep, making him one of them. In
fact, the head of the clan even gave Moses one of his daughters to be his wife.
For the next 40 years he lived there with them in the desert. And then, for the third time, grace appeared. He
was out with the sheep one day when he saw a bush that appeared to be burning but would not be consumed. He was
actually in the very presence of the glory of God, but he assumed it was a bush on fire. And as he neared the bush,
amazed by it, he heard a voice.
The voice called him by name and said, “Moses, it is time for your people to be set free. And I want you to go
to the Pharaoh and demand their release on my behalf, and lead them back to Palestine, the land of their ancestor
Abraham.”

However, all those years in the desert had mellowed Moses, and he had lost all his confidence. So, all he could
do was to offer up excuses for why he would not be able to do what God asked of him.
He says things like, “I’m a wanted man back there. I’m not the one to stand up to Pharaoh. I went to high
school with him. I know what he’s like. He’s not about to let his slaves go. I can’t do it. I’ve forgotten all the Egyptian I
ever knew, and besides that, I st…st…st…stutter.”
But God kept giving him the invitation. Finally, Moses said, “What did you say your name was? They will ask
me that.” And the answer we find translated in our Bibles is “I am who I am.” It’s a very difficult Hebrew phrase to
translate. My Hebrew teacher said it could equally be translated “I will be who I will be.” And another equally correct
translation he said was his favorite. “I am for you, and I will be there for you.”
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The reason he believed that was the best translation in the context of this conversation is because, when Moses heard it, he knew he was not alone. It was the promise, “I am for you, and I will be there for you” that turned him
back into the courageous person he once had been, and he decided to form a partnership with God that would change
the history of the world.
It’s a beautiful story, but even more beautiful when we consider it alongside the little parable we read today. It
is a parable about a man who planted a fig tree. For three years you are supposed to let a fig tree mature, but by then
it should start producing figs. Three years had passed and there were still no figs, so the owner of the orchard said,
“There’s no hope for this one. Dig it up and throw it away. It’s using up nutrients in the soil.”
But the patient gardener says, “Let’s give it another year. Let me take it on myself to give it special attention. I
will fertilize it and water it and help it as best as I can, but please, let’s give it more time.” The gardener in Jesus’ parable is the same patient God who worked with Moses. And Moses represents that barren fig tree.
Tons of grace had been poured on him, but he was still a man of violence. And now he’s out in the desert,
tending sheep. He’s given up on himself and his people back in Egypt.
But the amazing thing about the story is that God has not given up on him. God is saying, “I still see you, Moses, and I still see the potential in you. I see what may be. And what you will do is more important than all you have
done. Your future is more important than your past, and I’m going to give you another chance.”
And the point of reading these two stories together this morning is that the God behind them is not just the
God of Moses. This is your God too! And these stories show us that God can take our nightmares and turn them into
dreams come true. The point of them both is that the patient gardener has not given up on you. There is incredible
hope for you and me, who say along with Paul, “The things I want to do, I don’t do, and the things I don’t want to do
are the very things I find myself doing.”
The One who says, “I am for you, and I will be there for you,” is still not finished with us. All the saints in the
Bible are not people who have never fallen. They’ve all fallen many times over. But the thing that makes them saints is
they believe in the God who says, “I am for you, and I will be there for you,” and every time they fall down, they get
back up. So, the strength of their character is not measured by the fact that they never mess up their lives. It is measured by the many times they get up once they have fallen. Just like Moses.
What that means is that you and I have a God who is a patient gardener and still believes our future is more
important than our past, and when we read the story of Moses, we remember that a burning bush is the awareness of
the glory of God. Right this very moment, in spoken words, in written words, in music or in nature or in any number of
ways, God has a burning bush for you. God gives you the incredibly good news that he gave Moses. “I am for you, and
I will be there for you.” When you realize that, you have experienced your own burning bush.

And that grace makes you accept the realization that you’re not perfect. None of us are. But you can get up
when you fall down, and the hope of that gives you another chance to get it right.
Just this week, I heard Tom Long deliver a lecture in which he told of a friend of his, who is a chaplain at a hospital in Atlanta. He said his friend had gone to an Ash Wednesday service, where he received the imposition of ashes
on his forehead.

When he went back to the hospital from the service, he visited some of his patients, and one of them said,
“You have gotten into something and gotten it all over your face.” The chaplain explained that it was the sign of the
cross that he received at the Ash Wednesday service, and the man said, “Why on earth would you do that?”
And the chaplain said, “Because it is a reminder to me that when life goes to hell, the power of God is still with
me.” And that is true of everyone of you. Like Moses, you are blundering your way into heaven, by the grace of the
God who says, “I am for you, and I will be there for you.”
Amen

A Sermon by Rev. John E. Pennington
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Fred Rogers, the children’s entertainer for many years on PBS, was also a seminary graduate. He used to speak
at adult seminars, where he would tell adults how to talk to children about the violent stories that are in the news.
He said when he was a child and saw scary things on the news his mother would say to him, “Look for the helpers, Fred. You will always find God in the people who are helping.” So Fred would tell his adult audience, “The helpers
are always there. Direct your children’s attention to the helpers.”
That’s exactly what Jesus is doing in our parable today. I don’t think he was knocking these other men in the
story, the priest and the Levite. Maybe they went for help; I don’t know. But he’s directing our attention to the Samaritan, because we get three full verses about him.
He does what he can. He uses oil and wine to bathe the man’s wounds. He tears his own garments to make
bandages. He takes him to an inn and stays with him through the night. And he pays for the man’s continued recuperation. Jesus is directing you and me to notice the helper.
There was a little squib in the news some time ago about a woman who was traveling overseas with her husband, when he became deathly ill and needed desperately to get back to the United States. But they had lost their
credit card and were having trouble getting plane tickets to return.

She tried to get money wired from home, but procedures were slow, so she pleaded with the agent to accept
their return tickets and change their flights. A wealthy man standing nearby overheard their conversation and stepped
over and handed her five thousand dollars in cash, saying he knew she would have additional expenses. She was overwhelmed by his generosity and later told a reporter that he must have been an angel.
You never know who the angels are, the helpers. Sometimes they surprise you, like the Samaritan in this story.
But according to Jesus, this is who God wants us to be. That’s one of the things I liked so much about the movie,
“October Sky.”
It’s a story filmed in Oliver Springs about a poor coal mining town in West Virginia, where all the boys dropped
out of school at 15 or 16 to go to work in the mines. But there was a teacher there who decided to plant dreams in the
lives of those boys. And one of those dreams took root in a boy who began to dream about making rockets.
He got three of his friends together, and they went to work. People didn’t understand what they were up to.
Their own families thought they were wasting time and discouraged them. And their friends all thought they were crazy. But their project won the science fair at their school, and they went on to the state fair where they won again.
From there they went to the national finals and won again!
All four of those boys got full scholarships to college and a ticket out of poverty. And the boy who dreamed the
dream became a rocket scientist with NASA. All of that happened because of a teacher, who believed when you plant a
dream something happens.

She was a helper, and she made a tremendous difference in the lives of those four boys. As we left the movie, I
thought, “Every teacher ought to see this film.” But today I think everybody should see that film……because all of us
make a difference in the lives of other people.
Paul gave us an example when he said, “Forgive people who have done wrong, and restore them in a spirit of
gentleness. And bear one another’s burdens.”
Robert Bellah produced two important studies. One is called Habits of the Heart and the other is called The
Good Society. What those books will tell you is that Americans today are more individualized than ever before. We
tend to live our lives alone, for our own pleasures only, without reference to other person’s needs. It’s a time like no
other when people are asking, “What’s in it for me?”
He says the staggering growth in urban centers, coupled with this concern for self only, has turned us inward
and made us thoughtless of others. We’ve seen so much pain on television we have learned to not even notice it, and
to not be moved by it. But against all that Jesus tells us this story. He tells us something very important it. He tells you
your life is not just about you. It’s bigger than that.
I heard a story a few years back about a rat that lived in the walls of a farmer’s house. One day, he peered
through a hole in the wall and saw the farmer opening a package. He was horrified by what was in the package. It was
a rat trap!
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So, in a panic, he called a council of farm animals and told them what he had seen. He kept repeating his dilemma. “Rat trap in the house! Rat trap in the house!”
The chicken scratched around a bit and said, “Chickens don’t get caught in rat traps. What do I care about
that?” And the chicken walked away. The goat nodded and said, “Well, it’s beyond me, Brother Rat. But I’ll tell you
what. I’ll pray for you, how’s that? You be careful now, ya here?” And the goat walked away. The cow chewed on her
cud for a while and then said, “I just can’t see how this is my problem. If I saw a rat trap, I’d just stomp it.” And she
walked away.
Well, later that night, the trap went off, and there was a scream from the farmer’s house. A snake had crawled
into the house and into the trap. The farmer’s wife reached down to see what they had caught, and the snake bit her.
She was rushed to the hospital but it was too late.
The farmer was in shock. One of his neighbors said, “Sit down here. I’ll go make you some fresh chicken soup.
That’ll be good for you. Where are your chickens?” Goodbye Mr. Chicken.
On the following day neighbors all gathered at the farmer’s house to comfort him, and the farmer told them to
fix the goat for dinner. Goodbye Mr. Goat. And on the day of the funeral there were so many relatives there, the only
way to feed them was to serve beef. Goodbye Mrs. Cow. None of them knew it, but the rat’s problem was their problem all along. Nobody has a problem that isn’t your problem……my problem. That’s the real point of this story Jesus is
telling us. The good news is that helpers know this, and do what they can, even if it’s precious little in their eyes.
We live in hard times right now. Nurses are leaving the profession, burned out by the overwhelming amount of
need of people with COVID who will not get vaccinated. Senseless and evil killing in Afghanistan. There are wildfires
consuming the west. Terrible floods are killing people and destroying property. More hurricanes, stronger than ever
before, are coming to our shores. Our TV’s are full of bad news. I was asked three times this week, “Jack, where is
God? Where is God in all this?” You know my answer? Look for the helpers. That’s the only place you will find God in
days like this. Fred Rogers’ mother was right.
I want to do something that Fred Rogers used to do when he would be asked to speak at public gatherings. I
want you to take one minute and think about someone who helped you become who you are today, living or dead.
Just take a minute to think of them and to thank God for them.

Now let me tell you one more Fred Rogers story. He once visited in the home of a writer, who was writing an
article about him. The writer’s father was dying, and as Fred left the house, he leaned over and whispered something
in the man’s ear. When they got outside to the car, the writer asked him, “What did you say to my dad?” And Fred
said, “Someone who is dying is very close to God, and I asked him to say a prayer for me.” Even at a moment of death,
Fred shared worth and purpose in that man’s ears. He didn’t say, I’ll pray for you.” He said, “Pray for me.” How good
is that?
This story of Jesus is teaching us the same thing Fred Rogers taught in his seminars for adults. In this world of
suffering, look for the helpers. Look carefully for the helpers, and miracle of miracles you might even become one.
A Sermon by Rev. John E. Pennington

September 9, 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)

PRAYER REQUESTS FOR BEREAVED FAMILIES
Deceased
Rollie Overton

Added By
Trish Edinger

Teddy Stamper

Beth Parker

Who to contact
Dwayne Tolliver and Donna Overton (Rollie was Donna’s father)
1113 Exeter Ave.
Jan Stamper
203 Summit Drive

RECENT PRAYER REQUESTS FOR CHURCH FAMILY
Phil Akers

9 Abbey Ln
th

606-269-4824

Kevin Barnett

Bob Barton

501 S. 34 St.

606-248-1208

Joel Goodin

Susan Gulley

1403 Chester Ave.
195 Blue Ridge Road
Speedwell, TN 37870
348 Schultz Heights
700 Twin Fawn Trail

606-248-1286

Trent Walters

423-566-2398
606-670-0996
606-499-1894

Trent Walters
David Whitlock
Virginia Giles

216 S. 22nd Street
680 Jones Ridge Road
Speedwell, TN 37870
1208 Gloucester Ave.
PO Box 554
1113 Exeter Ave.
107 Turnberry Ct.
Trent Woods, NC 28562

606-269-8222

Virginia Giles

770-617-6772
606-248-3991
606-248-3295
606-670-8345

Charles Jones
Lisa Epperson
Charles Jones
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

Claudia Jarvis
Star Kyle
Andrea Lee
Janet Matthews
Barbara Murray
Hazel Powell
Mark Saylor
Dewayne Tolliver
Jenna Welch

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

September
3- Pamela Toole (R. Hoe)
August
31- Tim and Tabitha Webb (V.
Giles)
30 – Billy Ray Hunter (T. Edinger)
22- Glenda Ryan
22- Bill Matthews
18 – Staff at UK Chandler
Hospital Medical Intensive
Care Unit (D. Watson)
17 - Tim Webb (M. Watson)
12 – Astor Caudill (T. Edinger)
11 – Nancy Marion (M. Saylor)
11- John Jones (M. Saylor)

July
28- Brian Barton (G. Banks-Barton)
28- Alesha Barnett (K. Barnett)
28- Betty Carter
28- Randi Lundy
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)

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

September
5

Emily Matthews - 216 S 22nd St Middlesboro, KY 40965

8

Jane Barry - 2612 Cumberland Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965

8

Lori Lawson (Berry) - 316 Sugar Loaf Road Seymour, TN 37865

8

Crawford Blakeman, Jr - 1011 Gloucester Ave Middlesboro, KY

8

Sawyer Cook - 3225 Cumberland Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965

9

Tom Epperson - 333 Blakemore Mill Rd Ewing, VA 24248

15

Stephen Parker - 1003 Preston Lake Dr Tucker, GA 30084-1375

21

Traci Barnett - 111 Hebrew Cemetery Rd Middlesboro, KY 40965

25

Meggin Daniels - 317 Kasandra Way Mt. Sterling, KY 40353

26

Laura Lee Cawood - 604 Gloucester Ave Middlesboro, KY 40965

26

Jonathan Mike - 114 Alpine Rd Middlesboro, KY 40965

26

Madison Napier - 8 Thaxted Lane Middlesboro, KY 40965

29

Virginia Giles - 852 Shawanee Rd Harrogate, TN 37752

30

Sarah Parker - PO Box 3054 Boone, NC 28607-3054

Psalm 118:24 This is the day that the Lord has made;
let us rejoice and be glad in it.
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Begin In Humility

No small part of the pastoral vocation is
reading. I have a pastor friend who
recently finished his Doctor of Ministry
research. He asked the question:
Rev. Zachary L. Bay
What effect does systematic and
sustained reading have on the minister?
I haven't read his work in full to know what his
research found, but I know that reading affects me as a
pastor. I believe that it affects you, as church folks, too.
I usually have a stack of books that I am
working my way through. Among them currently is a
book entitled Christian Doctrine by Shirley Guthrie. I
fished this book from a used clearance shelf a couple
of years ago because it was cheap and because I knew
just a little of Shirley Guthrie. For about 40 years,
Guthrie served as Professor of Systematic Theology at
Columbia Theological Seminary. He published the first
edition of Christian Doctrine in 1968 as part of a church
Sunday School curriculum; the revised edition of the
book I am reading arrived in 1994. I like this book
because it does what so many don't: it brings a
seasoned academic theologian out of the ivory tower
and into conversation with the church. Guthrie's work
is plain-spoken, humble, and clear, all while touching
upon the deepest reaches of theology. Guthrie was a
Presbyterian, and his book is written [very openly and
graciously] from that tradition. It was ahead of its time,
and thus, is still good reading nearly 30 years later. For
me serving as your pastor in 2021, reading Christian
Doctrine is like talking with and listening to a great
theologian from a kindred tradition who died in 2004. I
need not agree with everything he says to learn and
grow in conversation with him.
All that to say: I very much like the way Guthrie
opens his book. Chapter 1 isn't, as often systematic
theologies are, about God. Chapter 1 is about the
theologian asking the questions about God. Under the
subtitle "Who Are You?" on the first page of the first
chapter, Guthrie writes:
"You are not only a Christian; you are
either a male or female whose life, in fact if not
in theory, is as much determined by your
sexual as by your religious needs and desires,
thoughts, and instincts. ... You are a member of
a family community; you are a husband or wife,
father or mother, son or daughter, brother or

sister. ... You are a member of one race or
another, one economic class or another; ... You
are deeply involved not only in the Christian
way of life but also the American way of life,
which is something quite different. ... You are
citizens of a particular nation as well as 'citizens
of heaven,' and your liberal or conservative
politics affects your theology as much as your
liberal or conservative theology affects your
politics. ... In short, part of your life is colored
by what goes on in the church, but as much of
it is colored by what goes on in the home,
bank, supermarket, courthouse, and movie and
television studios. Even when you leave the
'world' to go to church, you take your worldly
life with you."
To me, this is so refreshing because it is so
rare. What a great start to the audacious task of
systematizing Christian theology! Guthrie is reminding
every reader of his internationally published book that
you, me, and him--all of us--see things the way we do
because of where we stand in all these complicated
relationships. I heard a pastor just the other day say,
"Your experience is not everyone's experience." I hear
that as a self-evident truth, and yet, it slips away from
me the moment I begin to move around the world's
"secular" spheres.
If I were to sum up Gutherie's first chapter, I'd
say it this way: "Humility is where the task of theology
begins." We are living in dark days. Humility eludes us
individually and socially. Where there is no humility,
there is no listening to others or honesty about
ourselves. If we rush past the questions "Who is a
Theologian?" and "Who Are You?" straight to "Who is
God?", we enter our conversations about faith with
arrogance. Either way, we will come to the question,
"Who is God?" But one road leads us there with
blindness about ourselves and our places in the world-with great arrogance--and the other leads us there
with openness, vision, and humility.
Choose wisely where you begin thinking and
talking about your faith. It can make well make all the
difference in you and in others.

We are now a year and a half into a
global pandemic. We had some encouragement, then a new variant. We
are dealing with catastrophic fires and
floods along with hurricanes and
Beth C. Parker
their aftermath. We are grieving
with our Afghan brothers and sisters, as
well as those who fought in the war. Our plates are
full. They are full and overflowing.
Jack Pennington gave me courage this past Sunday. The story about Mr. Roger’s mother and her
words of reassurance gave me a new perspective. She
told her son, “In times of crisis, look for the helpers.”
We may feel lost. We can feel alone, but there are
always helpers among us. Or maybe we can be the
helper for a friend or fellow struggler.
It seems we are walking in darkness these days
and yet, we are afraid of the darkness around us. We
pursue the safety of the light, but what if the darkness
has good in it? What if we learn more while in the
darkness than we do in the light? God created darkness and light. God is present in darkness and light.
Emmanuel. God with us. It takes courage to walk in
the darkness. Barbara Brown Taylor shares what she
learned from darkness in her book, “Learning to Walk
in the Dark.” Her words gave me a new appreciation
for the “dark.”
The way most people talk about darkness, you would
think that it came from a whole different deity, but no.
To be human is to live by sunlight and moonlight, with
anxiety and delight, admitting limits and transcending
them, falling down and rising up. To want a life with
only half of these things in it is to want half a life,
shutting the other half away where it will not interfere
with one’s bright fantasies of the
way things ought to be.
I cry out the prayer of Thomas Merton as I walk in
today’s darkness. It gives me focus. It gives me courage.

My Lord God, I have no idea where I am going. I do not
see the road ahead of me. I cannot know for certain
where it will end. Nor do I really know myself, and the

fact that I think that I am following your will does not
mean that I am actually doing so. But I believe that
the desire to please you does in fact please you. And I
hope I have that desire in all that I am doing. I hope
that I will never do anything apart from that desire.
And I know that if I do this you will lead me by the
right road though I may know nothing about it.
Therefore will I trust you always though I may seem
to be lost and in the shadow of death. I will not fear,
for you are ever with me, and you will never leave me
to face my perils alone.
Just this week I have found some helpers in Jack,
Barbara and Thomas. I will continue to “look for the
helpers.” I pray you will, too.

Thank You
Words cannot express our heartfelt thanks and
appreciation for the support shown to us during
our loss. The delicious food prepared by the
Bereavement group, your presence at the Funeral
Home, the many cards, prayers, and expressions of
love and encouragement have given us comfort
during these difficult days. You are, as always, a
very special group of Christians.

With love and gratitude,
The Family of Tony Daniels

Back to School
Thank you to all who donated school supplies for
this year’s Back to School Supply Drive! It was a
great success!
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Church Announcements
Happening
in September
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
September 2021

Deacons Meeting
September 12 at 7:00 p.m.
on Zach’s back deck.
Finance Committee Meeting
September 14 at 5:00 p.m.
Business Meeting
September 15 at 6:30 p.m.
Zoom links will be sent via email
closer to the meeting date.

Staff
Rev. Zachary L. Bay
Pastor
Beth C. Parker
Minister of Music
Elizabeth Lowden
Office Administrator
Billy Hunter
Facilities Manager
Cherry Stamper
Child Care Coordinator
Phillip Akers
Media Coordinator
Janet Matthews
Organist
Teresa Brown
Organist/Pianist

Celebrating Zach and Beth
This month marked Beth’s 17th and Zach’s 8th year of service to FBC.

Bonnie Daniels
Pianist
Rev. John E. Pennington, Jr.
Pastor Emeritus

“The Pinnacle” is the monthly publication of the First Baptist Church of Middlesboro, Ky.

