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Sermon: Shifting Gears: Help in Time of Need 
Rev. Dr. Richard Coble 
 
Hebrews 4:12-16 
 
 
 

Hebrews 4:12-16 (NRSV) 

12 Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing until 
it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of 
the heart. 13 And before him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of 
the one to whom we must render an account. 

14 Since, then, we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of 
God, let us hold fast to our confession. 15 For we do not have a high priest who is unable to 
sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who in every respect has been tested as we 
are, yet without sin. 16 Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we 
may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need. 

 
 
In an image published this week in the New York Times, a Presbyterian pastor 
stares with determination at a Monopoly game board; blue, yellow, and pink play 
money lies scattered by her side, next to a juice bottle and book of fantasy 
literature. In the background one of her three sons carves a pumpkin with gusto. 
The pastor is clearly absorbed in the game, sitting across from another one of her 
children, who is just off camera. And yet, there is a quality of depth to her eyes; do 
you see it? Perhaps it’s fatigue, perhaps strain. She props her head up with an 
absentminded fist against her check.  
 
This is an image of a seminary friend, the Rev. Katy Stenta, now a Presbyterian 
pastor in upstate New York. She and her family lived just a few doors down in the 
same housing unit as Lindsey and I did in Princeton, NJ a decade ago. This week, 
Katy posted this New York Times story entitled, “Moms Are Back to Work, But 
Child Care Resources Are ‘Laughable.’”1 The author of the story interviewed Katy 

                                                
1 Jessica Grose, “Moms Are Back to Work, But Child Care Resources Are ‘Laughable.’” The New York Times, Oct. 
6, 2021, https://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/06/parenting/working-moms-coronavirus-child-care-shortage.html 
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and her family about the strain left by shortages in affordable childcare, especially 
for families of children with special needs, during the pandemic. I’ll quote the 
article:  
 
Katy Stenta, the pastor of a small church in Albany, N.Y., and the mother of three 
boys, has experienced pandemic-related child-care shortages from all sides. She 
helps run a nursery school out of her Presbyterian church, and the newest aide 
they hired keeps missing work because her child has asthma. Ms. Stenta, 38, has 
been filling in for her. 
 
The pastor’s three sons have a range of caretaking needs. Her oldest child, 13, has 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. Her middle child, 11, has autism, A.D.H.D. 
and stomach issues that require extra support. Her youngest, 9, has a reading 
disability. A respite caregiver, who is paid by the state, helps with her son with 
autism for 12 hours a week, but that worker cannot legally help with the other two 
children. 
 
Ms. Stenta’s family has not been able to find a babysitter who can take all three 
children to the two different schools they attend. Both because it’s difficult to find 
someone who can handle her 11-year-old’s complex needs and also, since the 
pandemic began, the supply of babysitters has “completely dried up,” she said. So 
Ms. Stenta and her husband, who is a children’s librarian, spend about three hours 
each day shuttling their children back and forth to school. 
 
Three hours out of a workday.  
 
“The last thing we want to do is quit our jobs, but we have to take care of our 
kids,” said [The Rev. Katy Stenta].  
 
Of course, this article itself does not appear in a vacuum. It comes this week as 
both chambers of the United States congress debate two infrastructure bills that 
may or may not include childcare and other aids to bolster our nation’s weak, 
nearly absent support system for families.  
 
In putting not just herself, but her family and the difficulties they share out on the 
national stage, this pastor was doing something not only brave but also deeply 
pastoral, in opening up her life bare for millions of readers nationwide, including 
those in her congregation. Opening up about her struggles as a parent and a pastor, 
speaking up for working families left behind, forgotten in an ongoing, 18-month-
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long pandemic by a congress that today is treating families like pawns in a debate, 
like talking points in a campaign, like a line-items in an unbalanced budget.  
 
I call this article pastoral because of its deep vulnerability, and the faithfulness 
behind that vulnerability. Rev. Stenta is putting herself and her family in the 
middle of a contentious national debate, because she did not want care-givers of 
those with disabilities to be overlooked or silenced. This is prophetic vulnerability. 
Speaking with boldness; trusting the Spirit in the unknown; hoping, one way or the 
other, the author of Hebrews would say, to “find grace to help in time of need.”  
 
This is what the book of Hebrews demands of us, after all – our full and faithful 
selves. There is no pretense, says Hebrews, in the life of faith, no putting on airs, 
no façade, for “The word God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing, until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it is able to 
judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before God no creature is 
hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes of the one to whom we must 
render an account.”  
 
And yet, in this stark vulnerability, we nonetheless are called to trust, to keep faith 
in the one who sees us, and knows us. The Book of Hebrews contains one of the 
most elaborate Christologies of the New Testament. Christ is God brought near; 
God in communion with suffering humanity.  
 
For Christ is, after all, “the reflection of God’s glory and the exact imprint of 
God’s very being” says the author in the first chapter. And yet, “We do not have a 
high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who 
in every respect has been tested” (4:15). This Jesus is “now crowned with glory 
and honor because of the suffering of death” (2:9); “he had to become like his 
brothers and sisters in every respect” (2:14); “he himself is subject to weakness” 
(5:2); and so, “We have this hope, a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope 
that enters the inner shrine behind the curtain, where Jesus, a forerunner on our 
behalf has entered” (6:19-20).  
 
In other words, says Hebrews, in Christ God sees us for who we truly are, in the 
messiness of our humanness, in our vulnerability, that hurt that we hide from 
others, that fear that we deny even to ourselves that we carry, and yet, as one 
commentator puts it, “Jesus is not disappointed or saddened by our weakness but 
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empathizes with it.”2 Do you think when the divine, the source of all life, sees you, 
really sees you, do you think God is disappointed with you? No, says Hebrews, no.  
 
And so, we are to live a life of boldness, trusting in vulnerability, that we will “find 
grace to help in time of need.” 
 
And here is the shift, Grace Covenant. For we live in a culture of dominance rather 
than vulnerability, a culture of scarcity, where might makes right, where we cannot 
voice our uncertainty, where we cannot show our full selves. This call in Hebrews 
is anathema even to our cultural foundations.  
 
I cannot escape the irony of preaching on this lectionary text the day before the 
federal holiday of Columbus Day. Under the Christian Church’s universal decree 
of the Doctrine of Discovery, Christopher Columbus pronounced this land and the 
peoples who lived upon it subject to European claims, European captivity and 
enslavement, European warfare. This is our legacy, celebrated tomorrow. Our 
church’s racial justice book series a few years ago read An Indigenous Peoples’ 
History of the United States by Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz. In its opening pages, the 
book tells us this truth, that “The history of the United States is a history of settler 
colonialism – the founding of a state based on the ideology of white supremacy, 
the widespread practice of African slavery, and a policy of genocide and land 
theft.”3 Settler colonialism leaves no room; it denies or conquers vulnerability; it 
menaces those laid bare. 
 
It is no wonder then if we, the heirs of Columbus’s legacy, find the vulnerability 
and faithfulness demanded in Holy Scripture so foreign, so distasteful, so 
dangerous. The church itself has proclaimed this message and done the opposite 
through the ages.  
 
How did you feel, then, when you heard the Book of Hebrews’ call toward 
boldness in radical vulnerability? Did you shy away? Are you curious, as I am, of 
where that hesitancy comes from?  
 
In another article released this week about people I knew in a former life, The 
Christian Century published a conversation between Kate Bowler, professor of 

                                                
2 Jennifer T. Kaalund, “Hebrews 12:4-16,” Connections: A Lectionary Commentary for Preaching and Worship: 
Year B, Vol. 3. Joel B. Green et. al (Eds). (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2021), 381. 
 
3 Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States (Boston: Beacon Press, 2015). 
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Christian history at Duke Divinity School, and Luke Powery, dean of the Duke 
University Chapel. I also knew Dr. Powery in his days as a speech and homiletics 
professor at Princeton Seminary. He taught me public speaking. I’ll never forget 
when he told me I always looked angry when I read scripture, because I would 
scrunch up my eyebrows. I think I still do that.  
 
The article is a wide-ranging discussion about church leadership in the pandemic. 
At one point in the conversation, Luke Powery says, about life in the pandemic, 
that “We’re all wearing our finitude, and [so] theology is not about morality, which 
is what we hear so much. It’s about our mortality. I have been attempting to be a 
mortal leader.”4 
 
Think of that for a second – the church as mortal leader, not as the arbiter of 
morality, we’ve failed at that long ago, but as a sign of our mortality, our 
vulnerability, our humanness.  
 
Kate Bowler responds, a bit later in the conversation, “And if I’m going to have 
that kind of theology, my prayer needs to forever be both for my own pain and for 
the pain of the world. God, let me see things how they really are.” 
 
Let me see things how they really are.  
 
That is my prayer too, for this community. That we see each other, that we see 
ourselves, that we let others see us how we really are. I know that is hard. It takes 
commitment; to keep showing up. And it takes trust, that when we show up, we 
will be seen and loved, not because we meet someone else’s expectations, not 
because we fit some preestablished image of the church, but because of who we 
truly are, children of God. And the good news is that the Spirit is already 
empowering us and making this possible in this place. 
 
I know, because we keep showing up. At palooza last week, when we talked about 
the reality of lament in community and in celebration. In Sunday school this 
morning over zoom, when we spoke about the vastitudes of life under a caste 
system. Just a little while ago, when we heard from new members who said they 
came to this community because they felt they could truly be themselves in this 
community. Even, yes, especially showing up, in stewardship season, when we 

                                                
4 Kate Bowler and Luke Powery, “Living and Leading from our Mortality,” The Christian Century, Sept. 29, 2021, 
https://www.christiancentury.org/article/interview/living-and-leading-our-mortality 
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make commitments to each other and to the ministry of this church, because it is a 
community of faith that we truly believe in.  
 
My prayer is that we keep showing up GCPC, and showing up as our true selves, 
not in a posture of dominance or defense, but in bold vulnerability. For Christ sees 
through the façade. Christ is, after all, “a high priest who is [able] to sympathize 
with our weaknesses.” 
 
“Let us therefore approach the throne of grace with boldness, so that we may 
receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 
 
Thanks be to God.  


