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Introduce and show 1 minute clip of the Griswold family stuck in a London Roundabout on their 
European Vacation, with strategic muting for language  

 

It may seem a bit odd, on this first Sunday in Lent, to begin a sermon with a clip from a 1980s 
slapstick comedy.  After all, Lent is one of the more somber seasons of the Christian year, a 
time for self-examination, confession, and repentance.  And our text for today, from the 
opening verses of the Gospel of Mark, announce what many would say is the very heart of the 
Christian Gospel: “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and 
believe in the good news.” 

But as I read these words in preparation for this sermon several weeks ago, an interesting 
thing happened within me.  I got stuck.  I sat with it for several hours, and then several days.  
As I usually do when preparing to preach, I was trying to think of how to best  engage this text 
– what questions to ask of it or what questions it might ask us as people of faith.  But I just kept 
going in circles – trying the same angles, asking the same uninspired questions, rejecting the 
same possibilities and ideas again and again.   

When I tried to shift my focus from the scripture to the season of Lent, thinking that perhaps 
the topical and seasonal approach might be more fruitful, the same thing happened.  Nothing 
spoke to my heart or mind.  Nothing created that familiar spark of insight and conviction.  
Nothing jumped out at me and said – that’ll preach!  Nothing moved me.  I was stuck.   

And the image that kept coming to me as I read and reread these verses was this scene from 
National Lampoon’s European Vacation – of Clark Griswold trying desperately to escape the 
Lambeth Bridge Roundabout in London.  Being a child of the 80s, I grew up on the National 
Lampoon vacation movies, and as with most of my generational peers, I often think in images 
that originate in the movies, music, and media of my formative years.  Sometimes they are 
helpful, but often they are just tangents – distraction by association.  I assumed that was the 
case with this one at first.  But I just couldn’t get it out of my head.  So, I did what all good 
American young adults do – I went to YouTube, typed in “Big Ben Parliament”, and within 30 
seconds, I was watching the clip from the movie.   

And as I watched, it occurred to me that this was not a distraction.  No – this was a perfect 
illustration of how I, and perhaps many of us, experience this scripture.  But not only that – I 
think it speaks to how many of us experience the season of Lent, and probably how many of 
us experience much of our life of faith.   

Simply put, I’m stuck.  And I find myself going circles – I’ve read this before.  I’ve heard this 
before.  I’ve seen this before.  I’ve done this before.  And depending on my mood – or maybe 
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whether I have to preach or teach or lead a Bible studying – I find myself identifying with 
different people in the Griswold’s car.  Sometimes I’m Clark behind the wheel – trying 
desperately to get left, and driving myself nuts because no matter how hard I try I just can’t get 
there.  Sometimes I’m the kids in the back seat – bored to tears and ready to just go to sleep.  
And sometimes I’m Ellen, nervous and embarrassed for the one behind the wheel, but unable 
to do anything about it.   

But regardless of who I am in the car at the moment, I’m still going around the same circle, 
with Big Ben and Parliament on a seemingly endless and continuous loop.  Stuck. 

Which is really amazing when you think about it.  That I can read the stories of Jesus’ baptism, 
with a voice from heaven and the spirit descending, of Jesus’ journey and temptation in the 
wilderness, of Jesus’ first announcement that the kingdom of God has come near – that I can 
hear and read these stories and be singularly unimpressed and unmoved.  Its amazing and 
more than a little disconcerting.   

There is a video being widely shared these days on YouTube and Facebook of an interview of 
comedian Louis CK on Conan O’Brien, where he’s talking about how amazing our technology 
and everything is today, and how ridiculously quick we come to take it for granted.  He talks 
about how people are always complaining about their bad experiences with air travel, with no 
hint of recognizing how amazing it is that you are “sitting in a chair – in the sky!”  And he’s like 
“DID YOU FLY?  through the air, incredibly! like a bird?  Did you partake in the miracle of 
human flight? YOU’RE FLYING.  Its AMAZING.  Everybody on every plane should just be 
constantly going, ‘WOW!!!’  But instead we complain about bad food and half hour delays on 
trips that used to take years to complete.   

Perhaps that’s a bit of what is going on with me and the gospel – and with those like me.  We 
have this amazing and – if its true – earth-shattering announcement – that the kingdom of God 
has come near!  And yet I’m stuck in this place where all I can think about is trying to figure out 
where I am going to go with this sermon so that I can go home and have dinner.   

The late author Walker Percy said that being a Christian writer in 20th century America “is like a 
man who…after much ordeal and suffering meets an apostle who has the authority to tell him a 
great piece of news…He runs…to tell his countrymen, only to discover that the news has 
already been broadcast, that this news is, in fact, the weariest canned spot announcement on 
radio-TV, more commonplace than the Esso commercial, that in fact he might just as well be 
shouting Esso! Esso! for all that anyone pays attention to him.” 

For many of us, the gospel has ceased to be news – it has ceased to be something that 
catches our attention, that amazes us, that excites us, motivates us, and surprises us.  
Somewhere along the line, we’ve lost the wonder of it all.  And so we find ourselves stuck – 
going in circles.  The journey of faith, which began with such excitement, and commitment, and 
promise, becomes mired in a cycle of the familiar – things we’ve seen and heard, and done 
before.   

Perhaps I am alone in my struggle.  But I doubt it.  I bet more of us are caught in a roundabout 
of faith than we’d care to admit.   
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It is for such as us that the season of Lent exists.  So often in the church we rush right to 
Easter and expect to stay there – with everything bright and new and good, because we 
believe that Jesus conquered all evil, even death itself.  But Lent reminds us that the journey of 
faith also runs through the wilderness.  It’s a time to live honestly in the roundabouts of faith.  A 
time to recognize when we are just going through the motions of faith, and a time to ask 
ourselves how and why we got there.  A time to wonder what we might be missing or what we 
might be overlooking in the midst of all the things we think we’ve seen before.   

This past Friday, the Brethren Student Movement did an activity in our weekly meeting that 
gave me insight into our Lenten journey.  Three students hid themselves in various locations 
throughout the church.  Everyone else was then charged with the mission of finding them, with 
the primary condition being that everyone had to stay together as a group.  I was not 
participating, and so I had the benefit of observing what happened from a distance.  The group 
quickly found one of their hidden friends.  But after scouring the church, two remained hidden.  
And so the group kept looking, retracing their steps to look again in places they had already 
searched.  After about 40 minutes, and still not finding the two missing persons, the search 
was looking a lot different.  Discouragement had set in.  Distractions became more 
pronounced.  A certain desperation took hold of their searching.   

Finally, the second hidden person was found.  The group had walked by him at least once, and 
had been in the room where he was hidden several times.  Who knows how long it would have 
taken them to find the third person had it not been for a helpful hint dropped by a certain 
observer who had conducted a search of his own. 

But this activity made me think…how often do we miss noticing things that are hidden right 
under our noses? How many times do we discover that what we are looking for is to be found 
in the places where we already dwell?  How often do we grow frustrated when we don’t find 
what we are looking for right away, and then get distracted or discouraged or desperate?   

The season of Lent is for just such times.  For those times when we feel stuck, when we feel 
like we are searching in vain, when we feel like we’ve already been down this road and know 
where it goes and what is to be found along its path.   
Because at the heart of Lent is the belief that even in the wilderness – even in the roundabout 
– the kingdom of God draws near to us.  And in the midst of all the familiar sights and sounds – 
in the midst of all the things we’ve heard before and seen before – is the gospel – the good 
news of God – waiting to be found anew. 


