The Gospel According to Bono: A Life-long Journey
Hebrews 12:1-3

“U2’s musical career and spiritual lives have this at their core: both ultimately are about people on a journey together.”


In that single sentence Greg Garrett, author of the book We Get to Carry Each Other, captures the heart of the good news offered by the Irish band U2. The members of the band share that good news through both the music they perform and the lives they lead.


The journey of bassist Adam Clayton, drummer Larry Mullen, guitarist and keyboard player The Edge, and singer Bono began in Dublin in the mid-70s. At that time, all except Adam were deeply involved with Shalom, a charismatic Christian community that met for song, worship, and Bible study.

After some time, the leaders of Shalom decided that combining Christian belief and rock music was impossible. They gave Bono, Larry, and The Edge two choices: quit the band or leave the Shalom community.


Ultimately the three concluded their music and their faith could have a symbiotic relationship in which each would feed the other. And so they left the Shalom community. They also turned away from organized religion because of that experience, as well as the continuing religious clashes between Catholics and Protestants in their homeland.


But this crisis didn’t stop U2’s journey. In fact, many critics believe these tensions fueled the band to begin creating even more powerful music. The band also began to gain worldwide acclaim—even garnering a cover of Time magazine.

The journey that began thirty-five years ago in Dublin has taken some twists and turns. In the 1990s, U2 went through a phase that caused some fans to feel the band members had lost their faith and their bearings. They shifted from sincerity to irony as their method for getting people to listen to them.


 That period also reflected a time of spiritual struggle for the band members. The Edge says it was one of his spiritual low points. Bono acknowledges that Pop, one of the albums they produced during that time, could be understood as their “shouting at God.”

He explains: “There are a lot of arguments with God on this record. . . . But it does not chart my loss of faith . . . if you’re rattling on and on about how much you don’t love somebody, it is evidence of passion. You can’t be having an argument with God if you don’t believe there is one.”

After the events of September 11, U2 went through another period of change. They returned to some of the sensibility and sincerity of their earlier work.

One critic writes that they began to produce “albums for a world that needs sincerity again, a world prepared to ask the hard questions, especially if it’s alongside a group of faithful people who have come to this place through hard questioning of their own.”


Probably no one could have anticipated that U2’s journey would lead singer Bono to Washington, D.C., to speak at the 2006 National Prayer Breakfast. During that keynote address, he said:


I presume the reason for this gathering is that all of us here—Muslims, Jews, Christians—all are searching our souls for how to better serve our family, our community, our nation, our God.

I know I am. Searching, I mean. And that, I suppose, is what led me here, too.


That quality of searching is central to the good news we hear in the music of U2 and see in the journey of their lives. The band’s song “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For” explores this sense of a life-long journey of searching. The lyrics include these words:
I have climbed the highest mountains
I have run through the fields
Only to be with you. . . .

You broke the bonds
And you loosed the chains
Carried the cross of my shame. . . .

But I still haven't found
What I'm looking for. . . .



The song reminds us that life is a journey rather than a destination. And it affirms the importance of continuing to look or search throughout that journey.


U2 also reminds us not to be so focused on the larger search that we miss seeing the smaller things all around us. They invite us to pay attention to the gift of creation that surrounds us. In the song “Beautiful Day,” we hear:
See the world in green and blue . . .
See the canyons broken by cloud . . .
See the bedouin fires at night . . .
See the bird with a leaf in her mouth
After the flood all the colours came out . . .
It’s a beautiful day
Don't let it get away



Another thing that U2’s music encourages us not to let get away is the opportunity for transformation we may discover along our journey. In the song “Yahweh,” the singer asks God to take all that is broken or unclean about him and repair it and to redirect him in the way he should go. The song concludes with a plea that the singer’s heart be broken as part of the path to transformation.


The need for transformation that affects one’s heart also appears in the U2 song “Love and Peace or Else”:

As you enter this life

I pray you depart

With a wrinkled face

And a brand new heart.


But this song also calls for more than personal transformation. It calls us to invest ourselves to help transform the world into a place where love and peace can thrive.


U2’s music doesn’t sugar coat how difficult such as transformation will be. In fact, the dissatisfaction over the gap between “hope and history” is a major theme of U2’s music. The band puts it this way in the song “Peace on Earth”:

Peace on Earth
Hear it every Christmas time
But hope and history won't rhyme
So what's it worth?
This peace on Earth


But the band insists that we must continue our journey even when things are difficult. Their song “Walk On”—which provided us with the words for this morning’s responsive reading—is about Aung San Suu Kyi, the pro-democracy activist in Myanmar who’s been under house arrest for much of the past two decades.

The song praises the efforts of a person who’s bold enough to stand up to injustice and struggle for what she knows is right. It honors choosing a difficult path when one knows it’s the right path.

Although our journey may be difficult, U2’s music reminds us that we don’t have to travel it alone. In fact, the importance of community is a major theme for the band.

That theme is reflected by the band itself. While other musical groups have broken up because of disagreements or tough times or members’ opting for solo careers, U2 has remained together for thirty-five years. They still talk about how meeting each other changed them and how their being together is still central to who they are as individuals.

The Edge describes it this way:

We have been together all our adult lives, which demonstrates an incredible level of commitment and solidarity between four people who decided to form a band in 1975. All of the reasons why it was a great idea at the time still hold true. . . . we can still make great music together, come up with original ideas and perform emotional, exciting, spiritual shows bursting with the possibility that anything might happen. . . . It is something far greater than any of us could achieve on our own.


During the 1980s the members of U2 campaigned in the United States for a national holiday to honor Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. A number of Americans didn’t respond well to their advocacy. That was especially true in Arizona, where there were even some death threats. The police and FBI took seriously one threat that read: “Don’t play Arizona. And if you do, don’t play “Pride (In the Name of Love), because I will blow Bono’s head off.”

The band didn’t want to be intimidated. So despite that threat, they went ahead with the show. They also decided to perform “Pride (In the Name of Love)”—a song inspired by Dr. King.

When it came time to sing that number, Bono remembers closing his eyes. He sang the middle verse with his eyes closed, trying to forget about the ugliness and hold close to the beauty suggested in the song. When he looked up at the end of that verse, Adam was standing in front of him. Adam, who normally stands to the left side of the stage, had moved to center stage in order to shield his band mate from a possible attack. Bono describes it as “one of those moments where you know what it means to be in a band.”


That sense of being willing to offer ourselves to and for others is another part of U2’s message about traveling a life-long journey. In the song “One,” the band sings about the love and life we share. And then they surprisingly declare that “we get to carry each other.”
 It’s not a burden, but a privilege, a grace, a blessing.

Such an understanding of carrying others was born through the life experiences of U2’s members. About a decade after the band formed, Bono and his wife went to Ethiopia to do volunteer work in a refugee camp. There they saw firsthand the effects of war and poverty. The experience exposed Bono personally to things he’d been singing about and performing benefit concerts for. He recalls:

Ethiopia didn’t just blow my mind. It opened my mind. On the last day at the orphanage a man handed me his baby and said please take him with you. He knew that in Ireland his son would live and in Ethiopia he would die. I turned him down. That was the rules. But in that moment I started the journey.


That journey would lead Bono and the other members of U2 to lead in efforts to alleviate poverty and disease and injustice around the world.

Another personal experience helped Bono recognize that sometimes along our journey we also need to rely on others. After his father’s death from cancer, he wrote “Sometimes You Can’t Make It on Your Own” as a tribute to sing at his father’s funeral. The lyrics include these lines:
You don't have to put up a fight
You don't have to always be right
Let me take some of the punches
For you tonight


The song reminds us that we need to rely on others—especially during difficult times. It also celebrates the way in which a community or another individual can make a difference when we face tragedy or pain or hopelessness.

U2’s wrestling with the gospel of a life-long journey continues in the band’s most recent album—No Line on the Horizon. The title, according to The Edge, is an image that grows out of the movement toward something that can’t yet be perceived.


“So even after thirty-plus years together,” writes Greg Garrett, “U2 is still moving forward toward something it can’t quite grasp, although they know that it’s something bigger than they are, something beyond them.”


Through their music and their lives they invite us to join them in moving forward. To run the race about which the author of Hebrews writes. To wrestle with the good news of a life-long journey. Amen.


Kathryn Palen


July 11, 2010


Central Baptist Church


Jamestown, RI
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