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   John 1:29-42


When I was driving earlier this week, I turned on the radio right in the middle of a news story about a community choir in Finland.  The story included a clip of their singing, and I enjoyed what I was hearing enough to turn up the volume.  Here’s what it sounded like (play clip).  After a minute of the music, the announcer came on and translated what the group was singing:  You can’t get rich by working, and love doesn’t last forever.  In the public sauna they never ask if it’s okay to throw water on the stove.  Old forests are cut down and turned into toilet paper, and still all the toilets are always out of paper.  It’s not fair!  It’s not fair, it’s not fair!


Believe it or not, this is the Helsinki “Complaint Choir”, and it is only one in a growing movement of complaint choirs that have been springing up all over the world—Birmingham, England, Sydney, Australia, Budapest, Hungary, Penn State, Pennsylvania and most recently Singapore and Chicago.  The Chicago Complaint Choir sung quite a lengthy piece that included the following verses:

Everything loses its glamour when you get too close.

Busses bunch up worse than granny panties.

People don’t walk enough

Clothes I can afford are made in sweatshops.

We don’t want the Olympics here.

Why are all the single men seemingly insane?

Airport security took my mouthwash.

Everyone thinks they are good kisser.

Only tourists like deep dish pizza.


These choirs have each used a similar process:  they solicit complaints from the community in which they live, and then set them to music, and then a group of singers from the community get together to perform the complaints in train stations, parks, etc.  These choirs were first dreamed up by a Finnish couple who were interviewed on that radio show I heard, and they explained their reason for creating these choirs.  Nothing, they explained, builds community like complaining together.  They say complaining is one of the fastest and most effective ways to bring people together—and the huge success of their choirs certainly seems to prove their point.


Well, I got so excited when I read about all these complaint choirs that I immediately started to think about starting one in Columbia.  What do you think?  We have a new Musician In Residence arriving in February, after all, and he’s a composition major at the Peabody Institute.  Maybe he could set our community’s complaints to music, and we could gather a complaint choir as a special outreach to the community!  We’d perform, of course, at the Columbia Mall, and we could begin with all the complaints we have about that place—you know, the discontinuation of the poinsettia tree, the loss of the locally-owned stores, etc.  Can you just imagine how much enthusiasm there would be for a choir like that?


After all, we here at KC know all about the community building that happens when we complain together, don’t we?  Let’s face it—complaining is one of the ways we connect with each other.  I noticed this in particular in December when there were a number of complaints, first about the distribution of material posted on our blog and then about the music offered by our Musician in Residence, all posted on our “KC Thoughts” email list that goes out to the entire community.  At first I wondered why anyone would post a complaint on a list that sends an email to everyone in the community—why not take the complaint directly to the person or group responsible?  But when I raised this question to Normale who oversees the list, she really persuaded me that posting complaints is a legitimate function of a community email list.  She helped me to understand that often, when a person has a complaint, they feel isolated from the community.  They wonder if they’re the only one who feels the way they do.  By posting a complaint to everyone, a person can reconnect with the community, especially if they discover that others have the same complaint.


We’ve seen the same thing happen, I think, in the political campaigns that are dominating the news these days.  A candidate can build support in a community by reminding everyone of what they’ve been complaining about and what they’re not happy with.  Of course, the candidate has to posit themselves as the only possible solution to that problem everyone’s complaining about.  But if you listen to their speeches, it’s pretty clear to me that they know that complaint is what is going to make the people around them connect with each other, creating a sense of a movement of people who share a common concern.  The solutions the candidates suggest never seem to be the thing people rally around—it’s our discontent that really brings us together.


Nothing builds community like having something to complain about—you’ve seen it, I’m sure, at work or at school or in your townhouse complex or your neighborhood.  Considering this, have you ever stopped to wonder why Jesus didn’t build his movement by getting people to complain together?  After all, I’m sure it would have been easy to do.  They people he lived among certainly had enough to complain about.  Can’t you just imagine the Galilee complaint choir?  The Jerusalem Complaint Choir?  (There’s actual a modern-day one of those—check them out of the web!)  All Jesus would have had to do is remind people of the high taxes they had to pay to the Romans, the foreign army occupying their country.  Or he could get them all going on the religious hypocrites they know.


Jesus doesn’t do that.  He points out things that are wrong, of course.  He is quite clear that the world he lives in isn’t the world as God intends it.  But he doesn’t invite people to respond to his moral teachings by moaning about the things that bother them.  He seems to constantly re-direct people’s attention, their energy, away from their brokenness and the brokenness of others and towards the renewing, resurrecting power of God.  His focus is not the problem with kings, but rather, the promise of the Kingdom of God.


You can see it so clearly in the passage we heard today from Matthew.  Jesus could have easily motivated his disciples to follow him by getting them to complain about their current occupations.  Can you imagine a conversation like that?  Jesus approaches Peter and Andrew and asks, “So, how’s fishing working out for you?  How much, in the end, are you really making an hour?  Hard work, too, and you know, you guys aren’t getting any younger.  How’s the lower back?  Any pain after a long night of pulling up those nets?  Is this really what you want to spend your life doing?”  An invitation to become an interant student to a charismatic teacher would have been a pretty easy sell after that conversation.


And yet, Jesus doesn’t go there.  He never works that angle.  What did he do instead?  Well, this morning’s scriptures give us a few clues.  The call of the disciples in the Gospel of John, you might have noticed, is a little bit different from the call of the disciples in Matthew or Luke where Jesus meets Peter and Andrew, James and John when they are out fishing.  Here in John, the first disciples seem to be following John the Baptist—they’re first his disciples.  And so when John sees Jesus walking by and he points him out, the disciples are interested in large part because they trust John.  But they seem to be expecting a teacher, a scholar, and so they ask Jesus, “Where are you staying?”  They want to go study at his academy, or at least at the temple where he’s leading classes.


But Jesus doesn’t give those disciples his address.  Instead, he gives them an invitation:  “Come and see.”  In order to be taught by Jesus, you have to go along on a journey with him, you have to travel with him, and see what he does, how he lives as much as listen to what he says.  They do stay with him for one day, and by the next day they seem to have caught something, because they go and invite others they know to follow Jesus too.  
What was it that they caught from Jesus?  What was so important that they left what they were doing to follow him?  What was so amazing that they had to share it with their friends?  A vision, perhaps.  A sense of meaning, a sense of purpose.  A connection with God, and with each other.  A mission.  A response to a hunger they’ve felt deep inside, for a long time.


When you think about it, actually it’s quite clear.  There are so many ways to get people to move, to connect, to act OTHER than complaint.  These may not be the first things we think of when we want to connect as a church or as a community or as a nation, but these options do exist.  What would it mean for us to offer the kind of invitation to the world that Jesus offered?


Maybe that sounds a bit outrageous.  I’m not, after all, Jesus Christ, and neither are any of you.  We’re human beings, not the saviors of the world.  We can’t be asked to do what he did, act as he acted.


Or can we?  After all, Jesus told us that he called us so that we could go and do what he did—and more!  It’s amazing when you think of it.  All these stories are not for the purpose of telling entertaining tales on Sunday morning.  Jesus came not so that we would create institutions to honor his name and not so that we would establish holidays to remember events from his life.  He came, it turns out, so that we would live differently, and through us our world would be transformed.  That means, of course, that we need to do something other than our most natural human tendencies first suggest to us.  But it also means that we have more than just our human capacities.  When we are “in Christ” as Paul says, as people, as a community in Christ, we are able to act in his Spirit, with some portion of his power.  We become his body, the body of Christ in the world, continuing his work of inviting people into a community defined by vision, a community of healing and transformation, a community of promise and hope and grace.  A community of something other than complaint.
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