
DO YOU HAVE MANY GROUNDHOG DAYS?                                                                        

(Sermon for Lent 2 – Sunday 8th March 2020 – John 3:1-17) 

Many of you, who are a bit older, may remember seeing a film that came out in 1993 called 

“Groundhog Day”. It starred Bill Murray and Andie McDowell, and tells the story of a smug 

TV Weatherman who goes to Punxsutawney Pennsylvania to cover the Annual Groundhog 

Day ceremony. One drab morning in the very drab and sad-looking town of Punxsutawney, 

he awakens to the radio blaring Sonny and Cher’s hit song “I got you babe”, which if you 

remember is a rather trite but catchy song that keeps repeating the words “I got you babe”. 

He then plods through his day, encountering groups of rather boring townspeople as he 

covers “Groundhog Day”.  

Groundhog Day is an old Pennsylvanian Dutch 

superstitious custom that if on February 2nd, a 

groundhog emerges from its burrow and sees its 

shadow, because it is a fine day with no clouds, then it 

will retreat back into its burrow and winter will last 

another six weeks but if it is a cloudy day and the 

groundhog can’t see its shadow then Spring will arrive 

early. This particular Groundhog Day the sun does come 

out just as the groundhog comes out of his burrow and 

he sees his shadow and so he goes back into his hole.  

This strange custom is made to symbolize the weatherman’s own boring uninspiring life. He 

gets up the next morning to exactly the same day and the same song, “I got you babe”. 

And, so it goes on day by day. The weatherman finds himself trapped in a daily replay of the 

same 24 hours, as if he has gone back into hibernation with the groundhog. With some 

clever comedy twists and turns, this film is an enjoyable reflection on the meaningless of 

existence that some people find themselves caught up in.  

After the 20th repetition of the same day, the now not so smug TV weatherman realizes that 

he is effectively in his man-made hell. After several vain attempts to end it all by leaping 

from a tall building and throwing himself in front of a speeding truck, he realizes he can’t 

escape and he awakes the next day to the same, by now ironic, song “I got you babe” and 

the same day again. So, he finally launches for himself a program of self-improvement. He 

takes up piano lessons and writing poetry and transforms himself into a more interesting 

and inspired person. Only then is he freed from the never-ending wheel of repeating over 

and over the meaninglessness of his life. 

We, as Christians, believe that, ultimately, we can transcend the threat of a meaningless 

life, and of the overwhelming sense of hopelessness that can assail us when confronted 

with catastrophic life and world situations. Indeed, we have undergone recently 

tremendous demands of coping with such awful fires around us, and the palls of endless 

smoke, and the daily reports of such devastation and then came the floods and storms and 



cyclones. And we are faced with the ongoing world-wide threat of the Corona Virus and the 

huge death toll already in China and elsewhere. Train accidents and airline accidents and 

volcanic eruptions and much, much more!  

Jesus’ life on earth is a blueprint for positive living. We are empowered by his teaching, by 

his proclamation of living by grace and not legalism, of living in hope and not despair, of 

living by forgiveness and compassion and not through retribution and hatred. Jesus’ 

absolute trust in a living, loving God and his willingness even to face betrayal and torture 

and death and his vindication through his glorious resurrection for us all, are all gifts of 

empowerment and hope for our daily living. 

In today’s Gospel reading, a Jewish religious leader 

Nicodemus comes to Jesus secretly to have a deep and 

meaningful private discussion. Nicodemus is described as 

a respected teacher and is therefore one who is 

presumed to be wise and in the know. He comes by 

night which, for John the Gospel writer, is very symbolic 

of a more complex darkness. Darkness is to be 

understood in at least two ways. The obvious one is of 

being at night so that no one will be on the unlit streets 

and be able to recognize him and notice his highly 

unusual visit to Jesus. This seems a very sensible choice as his conservative colleagues 

would be very scathing of such a visit to this Jesus who is unsettling the people and the 

religious establishment. The second way of understanding the darkness is that Nicodemus 

is actually walking and living in spiritual darkness and he has come to Jesus who is the true 

light to shed understanding on the deeper spiritual things about God.  

In a way, I think Nicodemus has been a bit like Bill Murray in the film “Groundhog Day” and 

is waking each day to the same old, same old, and he deep down knows that there must be 

more to life and meaningful faith. He has heard Jesus speaking to the crowds and though 

no doubt disturbed by him, he has nevertheless recognized a passion and wisdom that he is 

deeply drawn to. Jesus responds to Nicodemus not with easy answers and a design plan for 

life which is all mapped out. Instead, Jesus makes, what seem to be, rather strange 

references to two natural phenomena of life that we can’t control – that of the time of a 

person’s birth and that of the direction and power of the wind.  

Nicodemus needs to realise that there are things in life that he is not fully in control of. 

Nicodemus learns that whatever Jesus is on about, it is not some new self-help program to 

be mastered. Instead, all life is a gift sent from God and we are not and can never be its 

master. Nicodemus comes as if to question Jesus, but he starts by saying “We know”. This 

suggests that he thinks he already knows the right answers, like the smug weatherman 

from Groundhog Day. Jesus gently pricks his bubble and offers some of the most sublime 

and densely packed teaching in all the four Gospels.  



Indeed, one of the most loved and quoted verses in all Scripture is found in this passage: 

“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son so that all who believe in him may not 

perish but may have everlasting life.” 

In Jesus, God did not give out a new set of Ten Commandments and God didn’t give a secret 

mystery teaching that only special enlightened souls could understand. Instead, God gave 

his only Son so that all may see him and know him and be empowered by his grace. No 

longer does anyone have to be stuck in the endless meaninglessness and purposelessness 

of self-focused living. God, in Jesus and the power of the Holy Spirit, gives instead the 

possibility of being totally reborn, not in a new body, but in a transformed life and mind-set. 

Alas, sometimes we hear this promise of Jesus, as interpreted by some ardent and I think 

misguided Christians, as almost a self-help program. I have heard them say things like, “Are 

you born again brother?” as if being born again is something we decide to do, and, if we 

don’t, we are therefore going to be condemned to Hell. But, as Jesus clearly infers in this 

passage, being born is something none of us decides to do or has control over.  

So, being born again is the same as our original birth, and in the grace and power of God 

through the Holy Spirit is available to us all. Jesus reconfirms this by likening this new birth 

to the power of the wind. The wind blows where it will, we cannot control it and the wind 

will have its way. So, it is with the life-giving breath of God’s Holy Spirit. By God’s grace we 

can channel and harness something of the Holy Spirit’s infinite power and so enliven 

ourselves and be able to continue Christ’s loving healing gracious work on earth.                                                                                                                                         

That night, Jesus told Nicodemus that the one with whom he is actually speaking is the one 

who controls the mysteries of birth and the wind. Our ultimate status with God is not in our 

smug religious and legalistic achievements. Instead, it is God’s gracious gift. That God gifted 

you with human birth shall, in the same way, as a gift freely given from God seek to birth 

you again and again until you become that full human creation in body and soul that God 

created you to be. Life is never meaningless and hopeless despite our Groundhog Days and 

despite life’s ever present tragedies. 

 


