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For Ewa and Cameron









How is it that in matters concerning the flesh we have so many fine poems and hymns but that in those concerning the spirit we have such sluggish, cold affairs? Why should the devil have all the good music?

–Martin Luther, Tischreden 5:5603


Can’t you see? You’re not making Christianity better–you’re making rock ’n’ roll worse!

–Hank Hill, King of the Hill
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CHAPTER 1
I Swear

The three thousand kids jammed into this tent on a former pig farm in Bushnell, Illinois, look like the audience you’d see at any rock show. Some have decorated their bodies with all sorts of foreign materials–metal, ink, even giant earlobe-hole stretchers made from wood. Others have wildly colored hair. A lot of them have adopted a look that could best be described as “renaissance nerd”–thick glasses, tight T-shirts, thrift-store trousers–and wouldn’t be out of place at a Dashboard Confessional concert.


Instead of the jaded resignation that seems to pump out of the vents at rock clubs, however, the air underneath the tent’s soft peaks is electric with anticipation, because Dave Bazan is playing, and you never know what he’ll do. He just might . . . cuss out loud. The singer for Pedro the Lion cuts a schlubby figure in a faded red T-shirt and cutoffs, with a bushy beard that makes his head seem too large for his body, more like the bobble-head doll of an antiglobalization activist than the bad boy of Christian rock.

But this is the annual Cornerstone Festival, and expectations are different here. And tonight, Bazan seems heck-bent on defying as many of those expectations as possible. I’d talked to him before the show, when he was gaily swigging from a milk jug full of vodka and water in defiance of the festival’s no-alcohol policy, and now, onstage, as his band launches into “Foregone Conclusions,” his decision as to whether to flout Cornerstone’s unwritten ban on profane language seems to have been made.

“You were too busy steering/The conversation toward the Lord,” he sings. “To hear the voice of the Spirit/Begging you to shut the fu-uck up.” Squeals of delight fill the empty pagoda of air, joined quickly by a pair of panties flying toward the stage. Then, three more pairs follow.


This was not the scene I’d expected to find at a Christian rock festival. I’d done enough research to know that Christian music was far better than when I was in high school and “saved” friends tried to get me to come to a Christian youth group called Young Life by dangling ski trips and the work of groups like Stryper and Petra, whom they assured me were “just as good” as the hard rock groups I liked. At the time, I was hardly a discerning listener, but even then I remember thinking the Christian bands were okay at best. Why settle for a copy when you can have the original?

Then there was the small matter of not being a Christian. It’s not that I’m a Jew or a Muslim or a Unitarian. In fact, I consider atheism to be too much of a commitment. Aside from an annually renewed belief that the Washington Redskins have a shot at the playoffs, I’m not religious, and I haven’t put in much time trying to work out whether I’m wrong, or maybe just lack the right gene.

That’s not to say I’m antireligion–in fact, I’m kind of a fan. Probably because of my own inability to sense the eternal, I love talking to people who can and comparing their takes on God. On the block I live on in Richmond, Virginia, I have neighbors who are Muslims, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Baptists, nondenominational Christians, and Unitarians. My wife is British (and a disaffected Catholic, if you’re wondering), and it kind of freaks her out how vocal people here are about their faith, but I love it. There’s something so beautifully American about this country’s crazy-quilt religious landscape, where you can find a hundred different views of God within a five-minute walk.

A year before I went to Cornerstone, I went to Denver to interview the rock band P.O.D. for Spin magazine. I knew the members of P.O.D. were born-again Christians, but their lyrics were so much background noise to me, just more chest-beating rap-metal. On the plane on the way out, however, I finally listened to P.O.D. Every song, and I mean every song, referred to the band’s spirituality. And this was no niche act–P.O.D.’s last record had sold three million copies, and they played concerts with groups like Linkin Park and Korn. At the time I went out to meet them, they were the biggest-selling group on Atlantic Records not named Led Zeppelin.

The interview was kind of a wash–the band’s publicist demanded that Spin rent a conference room for the main interview, a move that perhaps works with Rolling Stone. My editor countered with a suggestion that we use my hotel room instead. That apparently wasn’t good enough, so someone in the P.O.D. camp paid for a conference room in the basement of the hotel where we were all staying. It was a good interview, but I suspect Spin’s unwillingness to pony up for the conference room worked against me. That was mostly it for access to the band–I spent the rest of the evening watching them from behind a curtain of security dudes before they played at Red Rocks and utterly, completely failed to capture any of the atmosphere that makes such stories readable.

But that’s neither here nor there. What fascinated me about P.O.D. was a bonus track on one of the band’s early independent albums, Snuff the Punk (the punk in question being the Devil). The song is called “Abortion Is Murder,” and it seemed like the type of territory a mainstream band wouldn’t touch with someone else’s career.

The lyrics go, “Abortion is murder/There’s nothing you can say or do/To justify the fact/That there’s a living breathing baby inside of you.”

The band had already expertly batted away my fumbling questions about their religion–“We just wanna make music that’ll continue to affect people” was a typical gloss–when the group’s singer, Sonny Sandoval, started talking about the difficulties of maintaining street cred in their hardscrabble San Diego neighborhood after the word got out that they had become Christians.

“Dude, no one’s gonna tell me what I can and can’t believe!” he said of his attitude then, adding that in the early days of their conversions, the group sang about issues a lot more specific than they addressed now. “Before it was like, you could do a pro-life song,”
Sandoval said.

“Which you did,” I said.

Spines stiffened around the table.

“It was more like gangsta cred,” said drummer Wuv Bernardo.

“We don’t do that stuff anymore,” said Sandoval, “’cause that’s not where we’re at. You know, we’re not about stepping on people’s toes.”

Now, a more cynical person might detect a marketing calculation in this live-and-let-live attitude, but after an hour with P.O.D., I think the group’s reticence is sincere. They see themselves as people saved by Jesus Christ, and they’d love for you to come to Him through their music; what they’d like most of all, however, is for everyone to feel comfortable at a P.O.D. concert.

I certainly did; I’d seen the band twice before I met them and, like I said earlier, hadn’t even noticed that the lyrics, which seemed like typical modern rock fare–“I feel so alive for the very first time/I can’t deny you,” for example–were about a different kind of relationship than that normally covered by, say, Limp Bizkit.

And here’s something else that was interesting about P.O.D.:
They got hot under the collar chatting about people who “burn the flags and then they sip their lattes” and wrote a song called “Freedom Fighter,” which is not about Che Guevara at all–it’s a salute to U.S. soldiers in the Middle East. “I just appreciate my blessings in America,” Sandoval told me. “I’m not one of them Hollywood celebrity–type people that are, like, antigovernment and antiwar and all that stuff. I’m about my freedoms, man.”


“That’s not a popular stance in the music world,” I ventured.
“You’d be surprised,” bassist Traa Daniels replied.



This flies in the face of conventional wisdom. Pop musicians are supposed to be politically liberal, just like their audiences. But what if a significant number of fans were turned off, for instance, by the sight of rock stars like Dave Grohl and Bruce Springsteen stumping for John Kerry in 2004? What if Traa Daniels was right?

What else would those socially and politically conservative fans have in common?

Lasting social change isn’t neatly contained within a generation. There’s a ripple effect; just look at how a 1973 Supreme Court case that effectively legalized abortion is still debated in statehouses, schools, and, yes, rap-metal songs.

I began to think a bit about the ripples that might have helped form P.O.D.’s worldview. At the show, they were hanging out with members of Korn–coincidentally, I assume, the latter’s Brian “Head” Welch converted to Christianity two years later–but they also spent time with the folks from Evanescence. Tim Cook, P.O.D.’s manager, told me that he knew all the Evanescence folks from when he was booking Christian clubs in his native Oklahoma. There’s a very well-organized Christian underground rock scene, he told me, one every bit as developed as the indie rock/punk circuit that burst into the mainstream in the ’90s, making stars of groups like Green Day, Nirvana, and, more recently, Modest Mouse.

This interested me, too. I grew up going to indie and punk shows and remember well how weird it was to see bands I’d once seen play to twenty people accepting MTV Video Music Awards. It wasn’t just processing the fact that major corporations were putting out records by artists whose previous albums had sold in the ten to thirty thousand range; it was also watching as singers like Liz Phair and Nina Gordon become adult-contemporary artists and Courtney Love became first a movie star, then an internationally famous punch line.

After I finished the P.O.D. story, I started paying attention to other Christian artists that had crossed over to the mainstream or were bubbling just underneath it. In 2003 and 2004, there were quite a few: Switchfoot; Sixpence None the Richer; Stacie Orrico; MercyMe; Yellowcard; Further Seems Forever; Chevelle; Underoath.

What if, I wondered, these artists, almost all in their early to mid-twenties, represented the first flowering of a movement that began thirty years ago, when evangelical churches began reaching out to disillusioned hippies? Had born-again Christians finally managed to trade the image of old men in blue polyester suits with bad toupees for one of hipsters with nose rings?

Making Christianity cool is a tall order. When I started researching this book, the reaction of most of my colleagues was “better you than me.” Christian rock has an arguably deserved reputation as the least fashionable music on earth. “Oh my God, you may just be the most deeply unhip person I’ve ever met,” said Six Feet Under’s Claire Fisher when she found out her boyfriend listened to Christian rock. And on Seinfeld, when Elaine expresses similar horror that her boyfriend likes Christian music, George says, “I like Christian rock. It’s very positive. It’s not like those real musicians who think they’re so cool and hip.”

Anything this uncool, I figured, was probably worth investigating. I couldn’t put my finger on it at the time, but I felt there was something so quintessentially American about the idea of religious people creating an alternate version of popular culture. If nothing else, Christian music, as has been noted by better critics than myself, exists in a parallel universe. And who’s not up for the occasional trip into a parallel universe, especially one that exists so close to the one we know?

I named this book after a T-shirt I kept seeing at Cornerstone, the back of which showed Jesus’ hands with holes in them. It seemed like a suitable metaphor for the way Christian music imbued the language and symbols of the rock world with unexpected, ultimately subversive meaning. Plus, it sounds kind of badass.


I guess this would be a good time to talk about what words like Christianity  and Christian are going to mean in the context of this book. They’re shorthand for a particularly American strain of Christianity.
Despite the fact that a significant number of early American settlers came here to worship freely, by the turn of the eighteenth century, the centripetal force tethering Americans to religious life was weakening. The Puritan insistence on demonstrable “conversion experiences” resulted in rapidly declining numbers in the pews, as children raised in the church didn’t really have anything to convert from.

An influx of Scotch-Irish immigrants to the frontier, where they were joined by an exodus of second-generation fortune seekers, made for similarly rocky ground for religious experiences. There were neither many preachers nor parishioners in most parts, and the dangers and stresses of frontier life were rather time-consuming. Plus, the predominant Calvinist theology of the time, which taught that only a few “elect” were going to heaven anyway, wasn’t perhaps the best recruitment tool.

But with the entrepreneurial derring-do that soon came to be a hallmark of American character, a few men saw not a rapidly growing spiritual wasteland but an opportunity. The first “Great Awakening” in America occurred in the 1730s, when traveling evangelists such as Jonathan Edwards and George Whitefield, employing not a little bit of showmanship, began to hold “revival” meetings that encouraged self-directed Bible study.

Whitefield was a prototype of a modern evangelist; the classically trained British actor even sent an employee ahead to arrange advance publicity for his American meetings. He preached in a theatrical style, often crying when emotion overcame him.1 Whitefield was particularly popular with rural audiences and held vast meetings in fields, much to the disapproval of genteel city types. When the dust settled, though, the “Great Awakening” he helped to spark was credited with producing more than fifty thousand converts when fewer than a million people lived in the colonies.2

There were two further Great Awakenings in America, starting in 1801 with “camp meetings” in the South and switching into high gear in 1820 when preachers such as Charles Grandison Finney began holding massive revival meetings. Finney capitalized on the growing Protestant taste for a faith that could be measured in personal terms–one’s own relationship with Christ. This idea would really blossom at the turn of the twentieth century with, among other events, the political ascendancy of William Jennings Bryan, who mixed fundamentalist Christianity with political populism and was a key player in battles over prohibition and the teaching of evolution in schools.

Nowadays, as anyone not living under a rock or in New York City knows, evangelical Christianity is perhaps the most powerful social, political, and, of course, religious movement in the United States.
Much of evangelical Christian belief derives from the charismatic, Pentecostal traditions of American churches that themselves sprang from the third Great Awakening.

There is now a well-established, evangelical Christian subculture in America. Don’t let me confuse you too much with the term–I’m referring to the primarily white, primarily conservative and rural (in spirit if not residence), Protestant Christian culture that accounts for 23 percent of all Americans, according to a 2004 poll.3 While about 48 percent of Americans consider themselves born-again, for our purposes, evangelical Christians are the smaller percentage who try to incorporate their religion into every aspect of their daily lives, who believe that the simplest reading of the Bible–which they believe is inerrant–is the only correct one, that a personal relationship with Jesus is the key to salvation, and that they are called by God to bring others to the same salvation that awaits them. Great numbers of them also believe their values are under attack by the mainstream media.

Let’s dispel a couple of secular stereotypes right away, then: Only about a third of Evangelicals are Southerners, and about a quarter of them have college degrees, numbers that compare well with the population at large. Seventy-five percent don’t attend megachurches. And only about one-third considers “moral values” the most important issue in American politics.

Then, there are less-than-surprising facts: nearly 70 percent of evangelical Christians vote Republican. More evangelicals are concerned more about sex and violence on TV (65 percent) than about being affected by terrorism (25 percent). And less than 1 percent of American evangelicals believe that mankind had anything to do with writing or translating the Bible.4

With strongly held beliefs regarding the hostility of the outside world to their religion, Evangelicals are indeed an attractive market for alternative entertainment. According to that same 2004 poll, 76 percent of evangelical parents restrict their kids’ TV and movie viewing habits. And sales of Christian music–which exceeded 47.1 million albums in 2003, more than classical, jazz, and New Age music combined–continue to grow, rising 10 percent over the last five years. Over the same period, mainstream record sales have declined by the same percentage.


There are few words in music that scare people more than “Christian rock.” There’s a Time-Life commercial that I think epitomizes what many people think Christian rock is. It’s for the Worship Together Collection, and it shows a bunch of dorky concertgoers freaking out like Beatles fans at Shea Stadium in 1964 as some of the worst music you’ll ever hear blasts out of the arena’s speakers. The songs are a blend of folk-rock, country, and singer/songwriter blah-ness spiced up with the odd sampled beat. The first time I saw it, I wondered if the audience had been paid.

Those rock-based tunes are in fact part of contemporary Christian music–the proper term is worship music, and we will get to it later. But Christian rock itself, like the American exurbs in which it thrives, has sprawled so widely that it’s hard to define with any grace. And I’m not just talking about stylistic diversity, though the term Christian rock now covers everything from dippy folk-rock to throat-shredding emocore. There are Christian bands that view their music as ministries or evangelical tools and many more whose members consider themselves “just Christians in a band,” even though they play primarily on the well-worn Christian rock circuit. And quite a few who wish very much that the term Christian rock would disappear altogether.

One of the latter is Switchfoot, who played Cornerstone’s first night. Setting up an interview with Switchfoot was not easy. The band’s publicist was concerned that I would portray them as Christian rockers, which seemed like a curious concern when the band in question was playing at a Christian rock festival, but it’s quite a serious matter when that same band has crossed over to what Christians call the “general market.”

And Switchfoot has crossed over big. The band, also from San Diego, formed in the mid-’90s and signed to Christian music pioneer Charlie Peacock’s label re:think, an imprint of Sparrow. Early on, singer Jonathan Foreman displayed a talent for the universal, writing lyrics about being caught somewhere between this world and the next that sounded like they might translate to a wider audience.

Singer and actress Mandy Moore gave Switchfoot an opportunity to test that theory. Moore, a Christian and a fan of the group, asked Switchfoot to contribute several songs to the soundtrack of her 2002 film A Walk to Remember. The soundtrack’s success led to a contract with Sony, a competitor with Sparrow’s corporate parent EMI, in the general market (the band remains on Sparrow in the Christian market). 

This synergistic strategy paid off. Switchfoot’s next album,The Beautiful Letdown, yielded two Top 100 singles and sold two million copies. Their biggest hit was a song called “Meant to Live,” a crunchy rock tune on that perennial rock ’n’ roll theme: feeling dissatisfied. “We were meant to live for so much more,” sings Foreman in his appealingly raspy voice. “Have we lost ourselves?” They’re brilliantly malleable lyrics–an expression of spiritual yearning that also works quite nicely as a drive-time sentiment for anyone with a crappy job.

One of the funny things about being a rock journalist is that you quickly find out that the most restricted areas of venues are usually dumps. Dressing rooms, tour buses, and the wings of a stage are all stark exceptions to the glamour we assume cossets our rock stars.
Switchfoot’s trailer at Cornerstone was no exception. The stairs swayed ominously as you entered, and the interior was a spartan, wood-paneled reminder that this room would be someone else’s home tomorrow. Some of the band members sat on aluminum chairs talking on their cell phones; others perused the card table piled high with snacks courtesy of well-wishers from earlier days: JON, TIM, CHAD & JEROME, WE’RE SO PROUD OF YOU! GOD BLESS YOU! read a note affixed to a cellophane-wrapped plate of cookies.

The group’s manager introduced me to the fellows in the band, and I had a few moments of amusing banter with guitarist Andrew Shirley, who offered to tell me “the truth about these guys.” And then, suddenly, I was whisked into an adjoining room where Foreman was sitting in a folding chair.

Immediately, I sensed this interview wasn’t going to go well.
Foreman was anything but hostile, but he was maddeningly vague about his relationship with the festival and Christian music. Key-boardist/ guitarist Jerome Fontamillas had told me he’d been to Cornerstone thirteen times, but Foreman kept trying to steer away from questions about his own history at the festival with nonanswers like, “I dunno. It’s a unique experience.”

Then, I asked if this was the only Christian event Switchfoot played.

He lowered his eyes.

“You have to be–the thing is, when you’re talking about Switch-foot, you’re talking about music that we’ve fought really hard to keep out of boxes,” he said.

“I’m not interested in ‘proving’ you guys are a Christian rock band,” I told him. “But this is a Christian festival.”

“That’s the thing,” he replied. “If we’re gonna stay out of the box, we’re gonna have to be very conscientious of what everything is saying. Even opening up for Kid Rock [which they had done earlier that year] says something. Like everything in life, any relationship is a compromise. But where we’re at right now, we’re fortunate enough to pick the shots, and this is one of the festivals that, for the most part, it’s a lot of people that are, you know, searching spiritually. It’s actually a bunch of people that want to see the world change for the better. I don’t know, that’s important to me.”

Later, he told me that most of the kids at Cornerstone “can relate to being treated by how they look, and maybe they can band together and be part of changing that.”

Now, I’m willing to grant him a bit of room on the idea of Cornerstone being filled with “spiritual seekers” rather than Christians who were stuck in their ways. The crowd here was young, and fire-and- brimstone was definitely at a minimum. But I’d never seen such a clean-cut crowd in my life. For every punk kid with piercings or tattoos, there were ten who looked like they’d come straight off the set of Everwood. Overwhelmingly below twenty, well-scrubbed, fresh-faced, and good-natured, if anything, these were the kids school administrators wished all their students looked like.

Foreman’s insistence that Switchfoot came to Cornerstone to connect with these radicals was beginning to sound more and more like cognitive dissonance. Especially in light of the fact that the same summer, Switchfoot played at two other Christian festivals and showed up for the Dove Awards–the Christian Grammys–where they took home three statues. It’s easy to understand why Switchfoot would want to avoid being known as a Christian rock band, but they also seemed to want to have it both ways.

Later on, as Switchfoot played, Foreman introduced his songs using terms not entirely unfamiliar to the crowd. “This is about the war that goes on inside,” he said, introducing “Ammunition.” “I’m burning for something beyond what we have in a physical sense” led into “On Fire.” “You can never get comfortable here,” he told the audience after finishing “The Beautiful Letdown,” with its gospel music–like chorus “I don’t belong here.” The concert, like Switch-foot’s records, was terrific. But I had to wonder how Foreman could play his cards so close to his chest and still achieve the connection he repeatedly told me he longed for with his audience.


If you take away the reasonably priced food, the utter lack of security concerns, and the sober teenage virgins, Cornerstone is just like any other rock festival. The pathways leading between its seven main stages take two forms–blinding dust or shoe-sucking mud. The toilets are a challenge to city-softened sensibilities. And most of the attendees are white, middle-class kids in their late teens or early twenties–many sporting Mohawks and henna tattoos that one suspects will not be making the trip back home–who are here to see rock bands and meet people their own age.

Being at Cornerstone is a bit like being in Logan’s Run, in fact, with so few people over thirty in attendance that anyone who looks like he or she might remember the first President Bush is probably working. Employees also often have golf carts, and after repeatedly sucking their dust clouds on the twenty-minute hike between the main stage and the exhibition area (where all the other stages are), I began to think decidedly unchristian thoughts about the folks whizzing past me.

Cornerstone is organized every year by the Jesus People USA, JPUSA for short. The Jesus People began as a traveling ministry in 1971, as legend has it, decided to stay in Chicago when the school bus that served as its headquarters broke down there. Now, inspired by the second chapter of Acts (“All who believed were together and had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need”5), the five hundred or so members of JPUSA live communally in a gritty neighborhood on Chicago’s North Side, where they operate, among other things, a senior-citizens’ home, a carpentry business, a recording studio, a print shop, and a self-storage facility.

The Cornerstone Festival began as an outgrowth of JPUSA’s rock magazine of the same name, an early champion of the burgeoning Christian music scene. Today, it’s grown into an institution, especially among young Christians. The festival’s willingness to book bands that don’t necessarily fit in with the evangelical scene is a big draw–unlike at many Christian festivals, artists at Cornerstone don’t have to sign statements that they haven’t engaged in “unbiblical” activities over the past three years.

Most of the twenty-five thousand attendees camp on the sprawling festival grounds, and more than a few bring their own musical equipment for impromptu concerts on the informal stages (basically a generator truck and a PA system) distributed throughout. It is not a place conducive to “quiet time.”

In the exhibition tents, outfits with names like Onetruth.com, Something Sacred, and Teen Mania had some of the catchiest displays. Black T-shirts ringed the tents at eye level, boasting slogans with plenty of attitude: MOSHING FOR JESUS, REJECT RELIGION, EM-BRACE JESUS, and NOTW (NOT OF THIS WORLD).

Antiabortion shirts abounded. A group called Rock for Life appeared to be doing a brisk business selling tees warning an undefined “you” to STOP KILLING MY GENERATION. Its booth was staffed by a guy who wouldn’t have looked out of place on Carnaby Street in 1977, sporting a ceiling-scraping Mohawk and a leather jacket festooned with patches from punk bands who’d probably have had coronaries if they saw where he was working.

There was also a table selling The Word on the Street, a hip retelling of the Bible by Rob Lacey, a Welsh performance artist. Lacey was a frequent performer between main-stage bands: one of his bits was a three-minute version of the entire Bible; he also performed an update of the story of the Prodigal Son, in which “Sam Ar-itan” stops to help an injured stranger.

“Rewind!” Lacey shouted, after setting up the premise. Then, he recast the role of the Good Samaritan: an illegal immigrant, a Welshman, a homosexual (who minced and lisped and called the man’s wounds “just beastly”), and, to loud boos, a Frenchman. (“Boot I em a pacifeest!” he protested.)

I was standing next to a photographer from Agence France Press during this particular display. He didn’t seem too disturbed.
“We’re still asking the same question,” he told me when I asked if French people knew that they’d often been portrayed in this way over here since withholding support for the Iraqi war. “Where are the weapons?”

By the third day of Cornerstone, I’d already seen more decent metal and hardcore punk bands–and more god-awful singer/songwriters– than I could count. I’d sat in on a nuanced discussion of Christian film criticism. And I’d even met some Christian Goth rockers, who’d constructed a little refuge for their lonely breed. People who wear black on the outside because black is how they feel on the inside need to stick together in situations like this.

“A lot of people can identify with being really low,” said Liz, a Christian Goth from Cedar Rapids, Iowa (the epicenter of Christian Gothdom, apparently), after I stumbled into their campsite one morning trying to figure out just what a bunch of people in robes and chain mail were doing at a Christian festival. Much of her friends’ dark finery was drying on clotheslines around their neat encampment.

Liz, a short blonde who, in her non-Goth gear, looked strikingly normal, got saved in 1999 and was into what she called “dark music” long before then. She used to find comfort and community in fellow appreciators of the thudding beat, reverbed guitars, and cryptic lyrics of Goth music. Now she still thinks the world is dying, still feels misunderstood by normal people, and still finds security in the company of fellow outcasts. But her motivation has changed: her alienation now stems from the realization that bigger battles are raging than whether kids with surgically implanted fangs will be admitted to the shopping mall.

“Once you connect with God, only then can you see the colossal struggle that’s going on in the world,” she said. “We see the drama in a lot more things. Asylum”–the tent she and her Goth buddies had set up as a meeting place for fellow children of the night–“has become an asylum in a true sense.”

Asylum offered vegan food, coffee, and tea. At midnight on this last night of Cornerstone, Liz and her friends had scheduled a fashion show and, later, a Renaissance parade (there is some crossover between Goths and medieval reenactment types). Amid the muddy, dusty festival grounds, Asylum was an oasis of cleanliness and order.

Their fondness for stage blood notwithstanding, Goths, I learned, are scrupulously clean. Liz and her friends proudly showed me their portable shower, a small nylon tent with a solar-heated bag of water ever at the ready. Liz said she showers “only” twice a day, which makes her quite slatternly by Goth standards. Her friend Skye, after some prompting from her fellow children of the night, showed me her tent, the inside of which looked as pristine as the traveling quarters of a Victorian general–except that the mosquito netting surrounding her bed had big black cloth spiders sewn into it.

Early Christians in Rome used to meet furtively, painfully aware that exposure of their beliefs was a death sentence. These Goth kids’ spiritual convictions, however, were perfectly in line with those of the people giving Asylum the stinkeye as they headed over to the main arena to see bubbly, bouncy bands like Relient K. Any friction that existed was because of the Goth kids’ sartorial nonconformity.

“There’s no denying that this world is hurting us,” said Saj, a Christian Goth from New Haven, Connecticut, as I said good-bye. “Sometimes saying hello makes a total difference.”

It wasn’t until after I’d left that I realized I should have asked whether he was talking about the world I knew or the one I had just started learning about.
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