
 

“All Debtors Rise!” 
Many . . . sinners came.  
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Preparing for a visit to New York I Googled -- Twin Towers, Falling -- hoping to research 

Ground Zero, where the Twin Towers of the World Trade Center fell on 9/11. I was surprised, 

though, when one of the results from my search wasn’t from New York, but from Jonesboro, 

Arkansas. It was a video of the demolition of the Twin Towers dormitory at Arkansas State 

University. I clicked and watched the May 25, 2008 implosion of my former home, Seminole 

Twin Towers, the dormitory into which I moved as a freshman in the fall of 1972. For me, as for 

thousands of other young men through the years in this high traffic dormitory between youth and 

adulthood, Twin Towers was my first experience away from home, a Place of Becoming. 

 

This morning we’ve read of Matthew’s Calling, he emerging from his tax booth near Capernaum. 

Our pilgrims to the Holy Land read this story as we visit Capernaum, seeing how near the city is 

to the border between the Twin Territories, one ruled by Herod Philip to the east of the Jordan 

River as it flows into the Sea of Galilee, and the other ruled by Herod Antipas on the West Bank. 

This was high traffic area along the Via Maris between the Mediterranean Sea and Damascus, 

filled with merchants. Matthew, working for Herod Antipas, collected tolls and taxes on that 

commerce. The pilgrim’s GPS locates Matthew’s calling fairly precisely. 

 

Perhaps you can locate, with your pilgrim GPS, the place where you first responded to the call to 

be a disciple. When I think of responding to a sensed Call to Ministry, my pilgrim GPS brings me 

to these Twin Towers in Jonesboro. In 1974 they stood tall for the university and for young men 

on preparing to pursue their dreams. It was here, in my Sophomore year, that I sensed a calling 

vastly different from what my objectives had been when I first entered those Twin Towers, what I 

had then imagined I would become in that place. My goals were lined up, or so I had thought. I 

wanted to become an accountant, then perhaps an attorney and, perhaps, enter public service as a 

politician. Those were my aims. Jay Dickey, who would later become a United States 

Representative, was 15 years my senior, but a neighbor in Pine Bluff on 33rd Avenue and a 

member of my church at FUMC Pine Bluff. Gathering a group of high school juniors interested in 

law each year in his office, he had mentioned to me this path.   

 

These seemed like very adult aims, worthy objectives. At first, a call to ministry seemed opposite. 

Very sophomoric, “sophomore” being a hybrid of two Greek roots -- Sophia, meaning wise (as in 

our word “sophisticated”) and Moria, meaning foolish (as in our word “moron”).  That’s a 

Sophomore, a Sophisticated Moron.   

 



Being a sophomore is part of our Journey of Becoming. In any of life’s pursuits I suppose we 

necessarily go through that sophomoric phase where, while thinking or even proclaiming 

ourselves wise, we act like morons, knowing just enough to make ourselves dangerous.  

 

So it was that I, a Sophisticated Moron residing in my 5th floor concrete cubicle of a dorm room 

now vanished, I wrote my first sermon and offered it in the pulpit of Cathedral Baptist Church in 

their Wednesday evening worship service on March 20, 1974, two months ago marking the 45th 

anniversary of that first sermon. Over these 45 years since I was but 20 years old, I’ve written 

thousands of sermons, devotionals, studies, wedding homilies, funeral meditations and eulogies. 

Watching those Twin Towers crumble to the ground led me to ask, “Is it good to give so much of 

one’s life to a Sophomoric Calling?” 

 

One of the great novels of Victorian England, published in 1857, was Anthony Trollope’s 

Barchester Towers (the not-so-Twin Towers in the novel are the High Tower of the Church of 

England and the Low Tower, if you will, of the growing Evangelical church). One line has always 

intrigued me.  “There is, perhaps, no greater hardship on mankind in civilized and free countries 

than the necessity of listening to sermons. No one but a preaching clergyman has, in these realms, 

the power of compelling an audience to sit silent, and be tormented.”   

 

Tormented? While my gut reaction is self-defense, I remember St. Paul’s description of preaching, 

which effectively blunts my retaliatory reflex. In 1 Corinthians 1 he speaks of preaching as 

“moria,” moronic.  He writes of “The foolishness of preaching.” Paul goes on, “Has not God 

made foolish (moronic) the wisdom (sophia) of the world?” And there you have it! The same two 

Greek words that compose our word sophomore used by Paul in a single sentence as he describes 

the proclamation of the gospel.  What could entice anyone to such a vocation? Yet here I was, a 

sophomore, responded to an urge strangely, mysteriously, marvelously compelling. 

 

Matthew, that despised tax collector, felt such a marvelous compulsion. He was about a very adult 

business, his aims as entirely secular as were his profits lucrative. But then, a strangely, 

mysteriously compelling Calling bade him leave it all behind to follow Jesus in what his friends 

must have imagined to be a sophomoric calling. 

 

Watching those Twin Towers fall put me in a reflective mood, wondering, “Why do people 

come?”  Why do they attend to such a sophomoric enterprise as preaching?  What brings them to 

this sanctuary, and to other places of worship – in churches rural and urban, and in churches 

small, mid-size, and large -- week after week through two millennia? I’ve been blessed with the 

opportunity to shepherd them all – rural and urban, as small as Clarendon and Chambersville and 

Kingsland, numbering in the teens to the 80s, in mid-size churches in county seat towns like 

Fordyce and Warren with membership in the 300 – 500 range, and in large churches of 1000+ 

membership such as Mountain Home and St. James and Christ of the Hills.   

 

Why do they come? Which brings me to those three words I’ve excised from our text, “Many 

sinners came.” Our text highlights how Jesus ate with those despised by the Pharisees, with tax 

collectors and sinners. Why, the horror of it!  The Pharisees couldn’t let the moment pass without 

blistering criticism, the holy so inappropriately intermingled with the unholy. There should be 



nothing Twin about these Towers! This criticism gave rise to some of Jesus’ best-recognized 

sayings, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick.  I have come, 

not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance.”   

  

Many sinners came. They did then. They do now. Sinners, finding welcome at the table with 

Jesus. It strikes me that this is the common denominator, the unifying factor in every church, that 

as sinners we come. In the sanctuary we recognize our Twin-ness with all the others seeking 

welcome, regardless of age or station in life. 

 

Sinners come. Some still in their mother’s arms. Sleeping they come, not of their own volition. 

Oh, they look innocent enough. Outwardly cuddly and cute, yet by nature they are among the most 

narcissistic in the congregation, waking up and crying out, not caring that the rest of us are about 

“holy” business! As sinners they come, brought here not knowing they are sinners. Cute, bundled 

up, placidly sleeping or peevishly screaming, but all sinners, as David sang in Psalm 51, “I was 

born guilty, a sinner when my mother conceived me.” 

 

Sinners come. Now a bit older, five and six and seven years young they are led by the hand, yet 

not always willingly. Children they are now, responding to their parent’s best efforts to instill 

love for church and eagerness for worship. Here they are, though some may have put up valiant 

resistance a couple of hours ago while being awakened and dressed. Still, a rule is a rule, so here 

they sit. Some may have even whispered that they would rather be somewhere else. Yet what can 

you do when parents command, and you are only seven?   

 

Sinners come. Now older, in junior and senior high school, growing more independent, making 

more choices. For some, church begins to feel like a hardship, and they feel a youthful 

restlessness for something other. Perhaps they were out with friends last night, and the 

incongruity in the fun factor between here, this morning, and there, last night, is striking. Yet, 

here they are, sinners like the rest of us, come, though sometimes put here through one last heroic 

act of parental determination.  

 

There’s another problem now, emerging only recently. At this age they are becoming more self-

aware of sin. They’ve now engaged in the first struggles with urges, some perceived as deep and 

dark, giving birth to thoughts and desires they are beginning to understand they can’t always 

control, try as they may. Guilt has made its grand appearance, and plans to stay a while. They 

have begun now to see inconsistency in themselves, knowing that the things they say are not 

always how they actually feel or what they might like to say and do, were they truly free. Will 

such freedom will ever come, they wonder?   

 

Ah, but see how well you newly guilty ones fit in here, right here in the very gathering at which 

they’ve always been welcome, and will always be welcome!   

 

Sinners come.  Older now, in college, breaking away from the curfew-oriented parental influence 

in where to go and how late to be out. They are finding now that freedom they sought, not only in 

how late to be out, but in what to think. Exposed now as never before to the world’s many 



philosophies, the Sunday School education of earlier years can grow somehow quaint. More 

seductive than raging hormones are these thoughts that stir not only body, but mind and soul. 

 

“What if my parents and Sunday School teachers, my youth leaders and pastors, were wrong, 

simplistic, naive? What if they, thinking themselves wise, were sophisticated morons?” This is the 

time when many call into question things once believed. Doubts are born and flourish. They learn 

that their childhood faith was not a package hermetically sealed, vacuum-packed, never to be 

diminished. They begin to realize that they may not genuinely possess so fully what once they 

had professed so loudly. For some, perhaps, the message of the Good News may come to be 

regarded as foolishness, a farce foisted upon children in a sophomoric enterprise of preaching.  

 

Even so, as they emerge from college into young adulthood, oddly, this faith is part of them now. 

The rituals which at times they trudged through in younger days, might even have avoided from 

some years, has become part of them that strangely, in unexpected moments of Calling, emerge 

as vital, seeping up through the seams of the stitchings which have fashioned their Becoming.   

 

Sinners come. Even now. Especially now. When they feel themselves lost, they sense innately 

that they might find themselves with a return to their childhood, strangely drawn to the very 

things once questioned, as if drawn home. As sinners they come, though perhaps not as often as 

they once came, nor as often as one day they will come when they settle more into life. But come 

they do, doubts and all, discovering that they fit in smartly, for they, like the rest, are sinners.   

 

Sinners come. They’ve put on some weight now, middle-aged, receding hairlines. Well-dressed 

they are, respectful looking. Youthful indiscretions are now, for the most part, tucked away, 

safely left behind. Yet, for all appearances, some are holding on tight, lives not nearly so solid as 

appearances might suggest. There are mortgages and stresses at work and growing anxiety about 

whether their plan will work for a comfortable retirement. For not a few, just when things should 

be coming together, they seem instead to be pulling apart.    

 

Sinners come. Now stooping, walking slower, aided by walkers or pushed in wheelchairs. Their 

lives have achieved a certain spiritual peace now, in no small part because as they scan the 

congregation, they scan back over their own journey through each of those past age groupings, 

knowing themselves to be Twins with all others in the pews, of whatever age. All the way back 

to the smallest infant in mom’s arms, they see themselves. In this place, they know that they 

belong, truly belong in this gathering around Jesus, who always welcomed sinners. 

 

Yes, sinners come. The doors to the sanctuary are closed, all in their pews. The organ begins to 

play by a gifted musician, also a sinner. The robed choir processes, humming a hymn with faces 

bright. Sinners all. The acolytes, sinners though they be young, proceed with the light, as if to say 

“Your sin has brought darkness into this place, but ‘into the darkness, a light has come.’”  Then 

stands the chiefest sinner of them all. Some call him Reverend or Pastor or Doctor, but the titles 

are purely honorific. Down deep, the primary designation of clergy is none other than those 

whom they serve. Sinners Come. Decked out, dressed up, but sinners still, proclaiming to others 

the Good News that “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.” 

 



As a pastor, our funerals aren’t always for the sturdy towers of faithful saints who have given so 

much to the church’s mission and vision. Sometimes I am called upon to officiate a funeral for a 

family without church connections. The family may feel a need for spiritual support and, not 

knowing any pastor, they ask their funeral director to provide a minister. Not long ago I was 

asked by a funeral home to conduct a service for an unchurched, troubled soul whose addictive 

lifestyle had been filled in the last years of her life with shame and weeping. I shared with the 

few family members gathered in that funeral home the lyrics to the song, Better Than a 

Hallelujah, written by Amy Grant: 

    

God loves a lullaby, 

In a mother’s tears in the dead of night. 

Better than a Hallelujah sometimes. 

God loves a drunkard’s cry, 

The soldier’s plea not to let him die, 

Better than a Hallelujah sometimes. 

 

We pour out our miseries, 

God just hears a melody. 

Beautiful the mess we are, 

The honest cries of breaking hearts, 

Are better than a Hallelujah. 

 

The woman holding on for life, 

The dying man giving up the fight, 

Are better than a Hallelujah sometimes 

The tears of shame for what’s been done, 

The silence when the words won’t come, 

Better than a Hallelujah sometimes. 

 

In Durham County, North Carolina, bankruptcy court begins with a ritual. A bailiff walks in, 

surveys a courtroom full of hurting lives, and announces, “All Debtors, Rise!” Then, whether 

you’re a CEO of a failed corporation or just one with too many credit card bills to handle the 

monthly payments, you stand together, realizing that you are Twins with every other person in 

the room. Debtors all.    

 

I invite you now to stand and join in singing our invitational hymn, “Come, ye sinners, poor and 

needy.”  All Debtors, Rise!    

 
 

 

 


