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A few Sundays ago I told you about the Recombobulation Area in the Milwaukee 
Airport. That’s what the TSA agents there have taken to calling the area where you 
put yourself together again after the discombobulation of the security checkpoint. 
When I told you that story a few Sundays ago, I said that church is a lot like God’s 
recombobulation zone. It’s where we come to pray and sing and invite the grace of 
God to put us back together again after the stresses and strain of the week.  
 
Well, this morning/evening we enter an even bigger Recombobulation Area. And 
instead of just lasting an hour or two once a week, this act of recombobulating 
lasts 40 days. It’s called Lent. And the reason it lasts so long is that it takes time to 
really and truly examine just how discombobulated we are. Because, before you 
can start to put yourself together again, you have to look around at how all the 
pieces of your life and soul are scattered and worn. That’s Lent, when we as 
Christians confess that things in our lives and in the world are not what we need 
them to, not what God intends. “We have left undone those things which we ought 
to have done, and we have done those things which we ought not to have done,” 
to quote Thomas Cranmer’s timeless words from the very first Book of Common 
Prayer.  
 
And so we spend a season pondering this reality and our desire to get back on the 
right track. A season of recombobulating.  
 
There’s a churchy word for this, of course: repentance. Frankly, I love both words, 
but I think the word repentance may elevate our blood pressure more than 
recombobulate. Which is too bad, because it doesn’t mean what most of us think it 
means. Repentance is not an emotion. It is not feeling sorry for your sins. 
Repentance is a decision. It is deciding that you have been wrong in supposing that 
things were mostly okay and that if you just made a few little tweaks, you’d be the 
amazingly good person your dog thinks you are. And repentance flows from a 
realization, as Eugene Peterson puts it, that “what God wants from you and what 
you want from God are not going to be achieved by doing the same old things, 
thinking the same old thoughts.”1  
 
Lent is the season, then, when we do this work of repentance, this work of 
recombobulating. It’s when we admit that we don’t have the relationship with 
God, with ourselves, and with others that we desire, and and we are ready to do 
something about it. So we set aside 40 days to come to grips with that gap, 

                                                      
1 Eugene Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction (InterVarsity Press, 2000), 29-30. 
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between who we are and who God wants us to be, and we commit to using our 
heart, soul, mind, and strength to closing the distance between the two.  
 
The trouble is that we don’t always know how to do that.  
 
Not long ago, I decided to replace the lawn mower blade.2 So, I turned it over 
sideways, and found the right socket wrench, and I started tugging on the nut that 
held the old blade in place. It wouldn’t budge. After a few moments, I went and 
found a pipe I could fit onto the end of the wrench, you know, to add leverage. 
Physics and what not. But still nothing. By now, I was beginning to have an 
emotional relationship with my lawnmower. Words were spoken (words I won’t 
utter again here). And then my neighbor across my back alley, who is a pretty 
handy guy, happened by and overheard me chewing out my poor lawn mower, and 
he called out, “Hey Casey, try pulling in the other direction. Nuts on lawn mower 
blades are screwed on backward.” One good tug, and the thing came loose.  
 
If we want to fix something, we should probably make sure we’re pulling in the 
right direction. We can assume we know what we’re doing, and pull and tug like 
mad to get our lives in order and make it be healthy, and even cuss at it when it 
doesn’t go right, but we won’t get very far if all that effort is in the wrong 
direction.  
 
It’s like a story the author Dallas Willard writes, about a pilot who was practicing 
high speed maneuvers in a jet fighter. She turned the controls for what she thought 
was a steep ascent…and flew straight into the ground. She was unaware that she 
had been flying upside down.3 Willard refers to this as a parable of modern human 
existence. As individuals and as a society, we are living at high speed and often 
with no clue whether we’re flying upside down or right-side up. To put it a 
different way, a lot of us are wildly discombobulated when we think we’re mostly 
just fine, so when we try to close the gap, you know, the one between who we are 
and who God wants us to be, we don’t always grasp where to begin or which 
direction to go.  
 
Which is why Lent is so important. Lent comes each year and it invites us to start 
pulling in the right direction, the direction that will make a difference. In just a few 
minutes I’ll read the prayer book’s summary of the disciplines of Lent: self-
examination and repentance; prayer, fasting, and self-denial; reading and 
meditating on God's holy Word.” It’s important that we use this basic list as a 
starter, so we don’t go to work on our lives like me on that lawnmower, sweating 
and tugging but not really getting anywhere. Because we can do all sorts of things 
in Lent to honor the season, and you’ll no doubt hear lots of things that friends 
and acquaintances are going to do over the next few days and weeks, but none of 

                                                      
2 Story adapted from Peterson, 38.  
3 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (Harper, San Francisco, 1997), 1-2. 



 3 

it will do much to help us unless we commit to doing things that actually have the 
ability to change us. We need to spend time on things that are pulling in the 
direction we want to go – which is closer to God – and not waste time on things 
that don’t actually have any power to make us more loving, peaceful, patient, or 
humble. That is, more Christlike.  
 
Some of you have heard me say this in sermons past, but it’s a reminder I know I 
need this time of year every year. If what is holding you back from a fuller and 
more faithful life of following Jesus is Diet Coke or chocolate, then by all means, 
give those things up this Lent. If junk food or meat or coffee are obstacles to your 
ability to listen and follow the words and way of Christ, then don’t just give one 
them up this Lent…give them up always! 
 
But I have a hunch that those things are not what is really keeping our spiritual 
lives in neutral, or holding us back from deeper faithfulness. Which means that our 
decision to try and fast from them in Lent is a lot like pulling on that lawn mower 
blade with all our might in the wrong direction.  
 
So I want to ask you to do things this Lent that actually have the potential to 
reshape your relationship with God. That are big enough and important enough 
that you might actually begin to change for the better. Here are a few ideas, which 
you can take or leave, or adapt as you see fit.  
 

• Do a sin inventory. Instead of generically speaking the words of the 
confession each Sunday, sit down with pencil and paper and make a list of 
the things you believe to have separated you from the will of God. Use the 
litany of penitence we’ll say together here in a few minutes if you need help. 
Or come to the Reconciliation retreat on March 28 and we’ll help you with 
this. But the world has plenty of Christians who are obsessed with other 
people’s sins, and not nearly enough Christians who are aware of all their 
own.  

• Speaking of that, in Lent commit to pray every single day for people you 
know are going to vote differently from you this fall. Don’t pray for them to 
come to their senses and realize their ignorance. Pray for them like you 
would pray for someone you love.  

• Fast from all non-essential or work-related social media and internet usage. 
All our staring at screens and consuming information has not made us any 
smarter or better people. It simply fills the spaces that could be quiet, when 
we might be able to have a thought or hear the birds or listen for the voice 
of God.   

• Calculate how much money you spend on eating out each week and give the 
same amount away to a charity of your choice. This falls into the category 
of alms-giving.  
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• Actually keep the Sabbath holy. Preserve one day a week when you don’t 
work, don’t check your email, don’t run errands, and fight our societal 
addiction to busyness.  

• Read the Bible every day and believe that God can actually speak to you 
through it.  

 
Do things this Lent that can actually recombobulate your life. That look like 
repentance. That are not just about feeling bad or irritated for a few weeks, but 
actually can help you love God and your neighbor more whole-heartedly. Show 
God that you don’t think his forgiveness is cheap, and you actually are ready to 
live differently tomorrow than you did yesterday. Because, by the grace of God, 40 
days from now, you’ll have closed that gap.  
 
 


