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 Today, as I’m sure you know, is an important day in our calendar.  Well, we will 

celebrate it today during worship, but the actual day is on Tues.  You know, February 2.  

It's the beginning of a 6 week celebration that happens every year.  No - it’s not the start 

of Lent, although Lent will be upon us before we know it. 

 I’m talking of course about a celebration that has deeply religious roots but that 

over time has become an entirely social event - sort of like what has happened with 

Halloween in North America.  From a tradition that dates back to at least to the Middle 

Ages, people in the Northern Hemisphere who were cold and tired of dark days have had 

an interest in knowing when winter will end.  I’m talking of course about Groundhog 

Day.  But today I want to reflect not on the day itself, but on the movie of the same name. 

 In the 1993 movie “Groundhog Day”, Bill Murray plays the role of a television 

meteorologist, Phil, who was given the assignment of covering the festivities at 

Punxsutawney, home of Punxsutawney Phil, their version of our own groundhog, Wiarton 

Willie.  Phil has covered the event in previous years so you might imagine that he enjoys 

it.  But he is a person who is self-centered, arrogant, and hard-to-impress.  He hates 

covering the event, and he loathes the fact that the local people really enjoy making a fun 

social event out of what Phil considers a pointless superstitious ritual.  Phil is to 

Groundhog Day what Scrooge is to Christmas. 

 In the movie, Phil and his crew go to Punxsutawney, spend the night there, then 

cover the Groundhog event the next day.  In the morning Phil bumps into a person who 

asks him if he is going to the festivities.  Phil is rude to the woman running the hotel.  

Phil bumps into an old high school friend on the street.  And of course, Phil covers the 

activities of the groundhog.  Just a normal groundhog day for Phil.  At the end of the day, 

however, the crew cannot return home because of a vehicle breakdown, so they spend a 

second night in town. 
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 And that’s where the movie gets interesting.  Because when Phil wakes up the 

next morning, he wakes up to February 2 – again.  He bumps into the same person who 

asks him if he is going to the festivities - with no hint that this is not the first time he 

asked the question.  And it’s the same thing with the woman running the hotel.  It’s the 

same thing with the old high school friend.  In fact, the day is exactly the same as the 

previous day except that for Phil, it is a repeat - and he know it.  Everyone else appears to 

be living the day for the first time. 

 Phil goes on to relive the same February 2 many many times over.  And he always 

meets the same people who always say the same things.  And Phil responds the same 

way.  Phil is caught in a time loop.  His life is like a broken record, and the part of his life 

that keeps repeating is an event he’d rather forget in the first place. 

 For the first few times around the time loop, Phil acts very similarly to how he 

acted on the original February 2, and nothing changes.  However, as time goes by, as he 

relives that one day over and over again, Phil discovers that he can change his own 

actions.  And he learns that if he changes his actions, other people respond differently, 

and the day unfolds differently.  Of course, the next morning, all that is forgotten by 

everyone except Phil, and the loop repeats again. 

 Over time, Phil starts to identify with other people in town more, and to somehow 

be available to help people just when they need help.  For example, he appears in a 

restaurant just in time to help a victim who is chocking on their food.  He appears at the 

right time because – from Phil's point of view - it happens at the same time every day.   

 Of course it’s only a movie.  But I enjoy the story - partly because I sort-of like 

Bill Murray - but also because the story is so different from our own experiences.  I 

mean, Phil gets to relive one single day and to change and adapt his approach to that 

same day.  He can try to change just one single thing about his day and he can see what 

effect it has.  To see what “works” best.  It’s like having an infinite number of parallel 

universes in which all of his potential decisions are played out.  And he gets to witness 

them all.  He gets to see the differences that he can make.  And Phil not only changes his 

own actions - he also changes his attitude. 
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 Does that sound like real life to you?  I don’t know about you but my experience 

of life is almost the complete opposite of that.  My experience is more one where lots of 

things change every day, and yet I stubbornly keep trying to do what has worked for me 

in the past, even though my reality is different. 

 Phil tries different approaches to the same situation.  For the rest of us, we often 

keep trying the old, familiar, approaches to new situations.  And of course, we get the 

predictable results. 

 Phil's ability to keep trying different approaches is perhaps something that Jesus 

would have appreciated in our gospel story today.  But Jesus was not so lucky.  Jesus got 

one chance to make a good impression on his home town - and he was not well received.  

Jesus is praised for having done miraculous things in other place.  But when Jesus opens 

his mouth and suggests that the people themselves need to change their attitudes - they 

try to throw him off a cliff.  Here's what the Interpreter's Bible  said about this passage.   

 “Jesus was saying to them that often … it had been shown that God's goodness 

could not be appropriated by those who thought they had a special claim on God, but that 

it went out to all those who were eager and receptive - and those who were thus eager 

might be not those of orthodox privilege, but the stranger and the alien.  Always there is a 

tendency to resent that.  … Anyone who suggests that other people of the earth might be 

equally important in God's sight is to be pushed aside as an intolerable nuisance.” 

 What was the issue anyway?  Were the people upset because Jesus misled them?  

Were the people upset because Jesus lied to them?  No!  The people were upset because 

Jesus spoke the truth to them.  Jesus only referred to history as described in the 

Septuagint – the Greek version of what we today call the Old Testament – the scripture 

that was read every week in that synagogue. 

 Jesus told the locals that God cares about everyone, not just Jewish people.  And 

for that, the locals tried to kill him.  I find it intriguing that this is the lectionary text this 

week.  Who would have known that 2,000 years later … in 2016 … we would now be 

celebrating “World Interfaith Harmony Week” from February 1 to 7. 

 World Interfaith Harmony Week is a United Nations project, started in 2010 to 
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promote mutual understanding and dialog between different faiths.  The idea was 

presented to the United Nations in 2010 by king Abdullah II of Jordan.  The idea grew 

out of the “Common Word” initiative, a project started in 2007, calling for Muslim and 

Christian leaders to intentionally engage in dialog.  And the basis for that initiative was 

the fundamental religious commandments - love of God and love of neighbour - that are 

common to both Islam and Christianity.  World Interfaith Harmony Week, of course, has 

moved far beyond just Muslims and Christians. 

 In the words of Prince Ghazi bin Mohammad of Jordan, “The misuse or abuse of 

religions can thus be a cause of world strife, whereas religions should be a great 

foundation for facilitating world peace. The remedy for this problem can come only from 

the world’s religions themselves.  Religions must be part of the solution, not part of the 

problem.  Much good work has already been done towards this … by hundreds of intra-

faith and interfaith groups all over the world and of all religions.  Yet the forces inciting 

inter-religious tensions, … are better organized, more experienced, better coordinated, 

more motivated and more ruthless. They have more stratagems, more institutes, more 

money and more power and garner more publicity, such that they by far outweigh all the 

positive work done by the various interfaith initiatives. The sad proof of this is that 

religious tensions are on the rise, not on the decline.” 

 Perhaps as human beings – we simply don't like simple truths.  Did the locals in 

Jesus's day really need someone to tell them that all people are special in God's sight?  

Did Phil really need a groundhog event to teach him that the only way to change the 

world is to start by changing his own attitudes and actions.  And do we really need a 

labeled week to tell us that we should find ways to get along with our non-Christian 

neighbours?  Don't we know these things already?  We just don't like simple truths. 

 As Winston Churchill once said, “people occasionally stumble over the truth, but 

most of us pick ourselves up and hurry off as if nothing ever happened.” 

 This week - I pray that each of us stumbles over a simple truth - and that when we 

do, we recognize it. 

 Amen.
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