
 “It was believed afterward that the man was a lunatic, because 

there was no sense in what he said.” 

 These are the final words of “The War Prayer,” by Mark 

Twain. You can find a free copy of it at www.warprayer.org, or 

you can buy it in a number of places. It goes like this: America is 

going to war, and patriotic fervor is everywhere. The “boys” who 

have been called up and are going off are at a church service to 

pray for victory and protection for their troops – the rest of the 

town is there, too. An old man that no one recognizes shows up at 

the end of the preacher’s lengthy prayer, startles the preacher out 

of the pulpit, and claims to bear a message from Almighty God. 

Suffice it to say that no one wants to hear what this crazy stranger 

has to say.  

We never find out what happens to the old man in Twain’s 

story; we know exactly what happens to John the Baptist.  

Now, lots of people went out to hear what the John the Baptist 

said – “the whole Judean countryside and all the people of 

Jerusalem.” Why did they go? Jesus will ask that same question. 

There were some who went out because they really wanted to hear 

what John had to say. There were others who wanted to test John. 

http://www.warprayer.org/


Still others were there for the entertainment. And there are always 

those who need to repent – or who know they need to repent.  

Because John’s message was one of repentance and 

forgiveness, a message that points to the One who is to come.  

And John was kind of crazy. Not the “fun, lovable” kind of 

crazy, either. The kind of crazy that eats weird, dresses weirder, 

and smells terrible. John attracts that attention, and John uses that 

attention to point to the One who is to come and who will bring a 

greater repentance and a greater forgiveness.  

That kind of a crowd always draws attention. Soldiers show up 

– some to ask what to do, others… were there to arrest John. 

Because John preached what the people in power did not want to 

hear – “stop doing what you’re doing because it’s wrong!” Then 

basically, John dies on a bet, a political ploy to silence those who 

speak truth to power.  

 It was true in John the Baptist’s day, it was true in Mark 

Twain’s day, and it’s true today. I wonder about the people who 

say things that I don’t like to hear. Am I just reasoning away what 

they say with logic, or am I right to dismiss their words? The old 

stranger in Twain’s story was right, and John the Baptist was 



definitely right. Sometimes those who bear a message from the 

Lord appear to be crazy.  

Sometimes, they’re just crazy. Have you heard about this 

“Nxivm” cult? [If you’re reading this, I spelled it correctly][if 

you’re hearing this, it’s pronounced “Nexium” and it’s spelled … 

very differently.] If you haven’t, you know they’re far from the 

first group to claim to have the truth, only to be proved crazy. 

Jonestown and the phrase “drink the Kool-Aid.” Charles Manson? 

“Heaven’s Gate” and the aliens behind the asteroid? David Koresh 

and the Waco, Texas compound? And that’s just the last 60 years 

or so…  

 As I said, they’re just crazy. Emotional manipulation and 

weird sex cults aside, it’s not always so easy to spot. I think, 

though, that if the message is one of repentance and forgiveness – 

and pointing to Jesus – it may very well be from God, even if the 

messenger seems a bit weird.  

 The message always matters more than the messenger – which 

is why we’re still talking about John the Baptist 2,000 years later. 

The message survives. Repent! That’s solid – we’re sinners, and 

we need forgiveness. If the message stops there, something is 

wrong. Because with repentance should always come forgiveness. 



As we hear from 2nd Peter: “The Lord is … not wanting any to 

perish, but all to come to repentance.” Forgiveness! We have a 

God who forgives and forgives and forgives.  

 And “Jesus is coming!” That was John the Baptist’s message 

then, and it’s still true now. Jesus came in John’s time, and 

preached a similar message, and he upset the folks in power, and 

he met the same end. But unlike John, Jesus didn’t stay dead, and 

he rose to power and glory and he will return to judge and set the 

world right.  

 So, who’s the crazy messenger of God today? Not the people 

on the internet spewing hate. Not the self-righteous clamor of 

“Repent! Repent! Repent!” without hope of forgiveness. But those 

who preach God’s Word in good faith, with repentance, 

forgiveness, and the hope of Christ’s return. Amen.  


