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FOREWORD

BONO AS THE RELIGIOUS EVERYMAN

W. David O. Taylor

On May 23, 2017, late-night comedian Jimmy Kimmel hosted U2 on his eponymous show. This, as it turned out, would represent the band’s only TV appearance to promote The Joshua Tree 2017 anniversary tour. At one point, early in the conversation, Kimmel remarked to the band, “I described your show earlier as feeling like a religious experience, and I felt like that every time I have seen you guys.” In his opening monologue, at the top of the hour, Kimmel had joked about U2’s concert, which he had seen, two days prior, at the Rose Bowl in Pasadena, California. “Bono fed the whole stadium,” Kimmel quipped, “with a single loaf of bread.” The audience laughed.

Later in the show, U2 performed the second track from their 1987 album, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For.” Bono introduced the song this way: “We want to play for you now a gospel song.” After a pause, he clarified, “A gospel song with a restless spirit!” The audience applauded enthusiastically. At the end of the first verse, Bono shouted, “Take it to church now: Selah!” As the band kept playing, individuals in the crowd, members of the Selah Gospel Choir, stood to sing portions of the song. A man sang: “He will lift you higher and higher.” A woman belted out: “He will lift you up when you fall.” Together they cried: “He will bring you shelter from the storm.”

Bono resumed the role of soloist, the choir now singing back up:

You broke the bonds

And you loosed the chains

Carried the cross of my shame

Of my shame

You know I believe it

But I still haven’t found what I’m looking for

If one were unfamiliar with Bono’s modus operandi, one might well find this display of religious enthusiasm, at best, odd, at worst, especially for the irreligious, off-putting and terribly embarrassing. What accounts for this churchiness on late-night television? What does Kimmel—an Emmy Award–winning nominal Catholic—stand to gain by ceding the floor to a pious rock star? And how is it that both theists and atheists, in Selah’s choir, come to sing gospel music on primetime television?1 Surely, at least for the sophisticated eye, all of this amounts to a rich irony.

At first glance, the whole thing might well appear to be a clever ploy by the producers of Jimmy Kimmel Live! to generate big ratings. It may seem like another savvy tactic by U2 to exploit the sacred (feel-good music) for the sake of the secular (ticket sales). I would like to suggest a different interpretation of the episode. Far from representing a series of problematic binaries—sacred/secular, theist/atheist, pious/pagan, etc.—what took place on that set, at the erstwhile Hollywood Masonic Temple, was simply another instance of Bono taking up the role of the Everyman: the emissary of higher things for the sake of things below.

Like Christian in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, Bono speaks for the masses. Like Leopold Bloom, the Jewish-born Dubliner in Joyce’s Ulysses, Bono is a religious hybrid, the son of a Protestant mother and a Catholic father, giving voice to humanity’s everyday concerns. Like the psalmist, Bono asks, “How long?” Like Saint Peter, he interrogates the Messiah; and like Saint Peter again, he says aloud what others may be afraid or ashamed to say. Like Jesus, he prays for heaven on earth, and he does so with an obstinate commitment to the one virtue that remains paramount in his life: honesty.

Sitting across from him, on July 29, 2015, in a gallery space in mid-Manhattan, Bono showed me his iPad. He pointed to a list on the screen. “This morning as an exercise,” he said, “I went into the Psalms.” Like a meticulous biblical scholar, he identified particular themes that appear in the fifteen so-called Psalms of Ascent, Psalms 120–134. He proceeded to tell me about each one, tediousness be damned: mercy, thanks, security, peace, protection, laughter, rage, tears, humility, searching, unity, wine, fun, hubris, blessing. “Psalm 129,” he said, looking up at me, “that’s a psalm of rage. That’s a big one for me, because I have a bit of rage still in me. I’m working on it.”

And just there, in that small disclosure, on camera, in a room full of assistants and artists, folks on either side of the religious divide, Bono inhabits the Everyman. Like the character from the fifteenth-century English morality play, he was the ordinary individual, under extraordinary circumstances, with whom the audience easily identifies. Unabashed, he confessed his faith in the assembly of the faithless. Without hesitation, he professed his doubt in the congregation of the faithful. He hid nothing. He shared all. And he did so for the sake of the poor and needy, who happened to be both the wealthy and the destitute.

Bono is the peripatetic prophet, preaching the good news to anyone who cares to listen. He claims no parish so that all the earth can become his parish. As he said to me, not without a sharpness in his voice, “I have a church that I’m a part of and it has road crew in it, and when U2 goes on tour, it’s like a whole city moves around the whole world. It’s a big parish.”

In 1992, Bono told David Fricke, of Rolling Stone, that the song, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For,” is “an anthem of doubt more than faith.”2 Paul Walker, a Church of England minister, published in 2006 a book with the title I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For. His subtitle? God for Agnostics.3 For Walker, it is the searching, rather than the finding, that matters. Bono might agree with this—to a point. For Debra Dean Murphy, in an article for the academic journal Liturgy, the song gives voice to those who “still haven’t found” the essentials for thriving: food, shelter, medicine.4 Bono might, again, concur.

But perhaps I may suggest another interpretation, as a Christian theologian. If the song is about doubt rather than about faith, then I would like to propose that it belongs to a particular species of doubt: the faith-full doubt. It is like the kind of doubt that describes the man who comes to Jesus, in Mark 9:24, with the plea, “Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief.” Such a doubt rests not in the uncertainty about whom one believes. It rests, rather, in the whats, the whys, the whens of belief in God. Such a doubt belongs within, rather than on the margins of, the circle of Jesus’ followers. Such a doubt makes sense, if we are perfectly honest, to the theists among us, not just the atheists.

Like the entire oeuvre of U2, “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For” bears the mark of Christ-like hospitality, where sinner and saint find themselves at home with both sincere faith and persistent doubt. It is for this reason that a book like this, which attempts to make sense of the religious impulse in U2’s fans, matters so much. It is not that the world needs one more book about U2. It is that the world, with its increasing number of “nones” and “spiritual but not religious,” needs a way to make good sense of U2’s capacity to evoke a religious experience, as perhaps the taste of “heaven on earth,” for both believer and skeptic alike.

If a book like this forges friendship between the religious and the irreligious among U2’s fans, then it will have achieved an admirable good. Such a good, I can imagine, would please Bono, too, the spokesman for every man, every woman, every one.
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INTRODUCTION: U2’S SACRAMENT OF SOUND

Scott Calhoun

When listening to U2 fans talk about being U2 fans and what their fandom means to them, when I hear them express their reasons, their expectations and their experiences with U2’s music, what I hear from all fans, no matter their disagreements, is that the music moves them. I hear responses which, upon inspection, are foremost about experiencing music as music. The line running through all the individualistic statements of appreciation for U2’s music is much less about lyrics, or guitar solos or Bono’s performances than it is about the total quality of encountering music. U2’s music subdues us. We are overcome. We are cleansed, healed, and empowered. We are lifted up and persuaded to do what we could not do before. We become what we could not have become otherwise apart from the music—we feel we are certain about this. We come to and receive U2’s music for its ability to connect the ordinary to the extraordinary. Some songs are better for a scourging, others cleanse, heal, and fortify one for what’s next. U2 has more songs that do all of the above—such as “One,” “With or Without You,” and “Moment of Surrender”—than perhaps all other rock bands, which helps explain how U2 became U2 and why this book exists.

Fans approach U2’s music prepared for transcendence, to receive the music and the grace it provides, Bono’s long been a fan of the English hymn “Amazing Grace,” by Issac Newton, and after once telling Steve Turner he thought it was the greatest contribution to music the English have made, Turner was prompted to research and then write the biography of the song Amazing Grace: The Story of America’s Most Beloved Song. It seems Bono can’t get over the opening lines of the first verse especially: “Amazing grace, how sweet the sound, that saved a wretch like me.” He’s often revealed his affection and gratitude for grace and its sound in interviews and song lyrics since, but for a short film called A Grand Madness (1997) he said “Amazing Grace” would be his pick for the last song he’d want U2 to play for its last concert ever. Why? “It’s a sound. How sweet the sound. I’ve never been able to figure that one out” (Evans 1997, 10:50-). In 2010, while convalescing from back surgery but anticipating U2’s appearance at the famed Glastonbury Festival, Bono told Rolling Stone’s David Fricke that “music is a sacrament for us.” In that interview, Bono explained U2’s new song, “Glastonbury,” was informed by the Christian legends surrounding the flowering white rose of Glastonbury, England, and that for Bono, a pilgrimage to Glastonbury was a more compelling reason to keep U2’s upcoming gig than the typical fun a music festival afforded. And in 2014, Bono reiterated his belief in the sacredness of music by implying it is worth a price and therefore Apple had to pay U2 for Songs of Innocence before Apple gave the album away for free: “I don’t believe in free music. Music is a sacrament” (Mayer 2014).

U2 fans with deep attachments to the music tend to respect it as a sacrament too, often ritualizing their listening and concertgoing experiences and finding they receive a kind of blessing befitting a pilgrimage. A recurring tale over decades of U2 fan writing testifies to the “uplift,” either by a song coming into one’s life just when they felt they needed it most or from the healing a concert experience gave them. A. J. Hartnett, a lifelong U2 fan who died late in 2017 after multiple bouts with cancer over several years, attended nine concerts in six weeks on U2’s The Joshua Tree Tour 2017, seeing it as part of his treatment regimen. His writing is a good example of what many U2 fans typically say about how U2 affects their spirits:

I have just spent six weeks with the music of U2, U2 fans, and a cross section of America. It has been like a six-week spiritual retreat … My internal systems have been re-wired in a good way by the music and its message. The U2 community you meet along the way is incredible. And hanging with the ministers of the music, night in and night out—Bono, Edge, Adam Clayton and Larry Mullen, Jr. … there are no words for that … The body might be failing, but the
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