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Introduction: One Step Closer . . .  
Chris talks about U2 being his spiritual companion. What music has been 
your companion?  Who are some of your spiritual companions? 

 

 

 

 

 

Many preachers “preach to the choir,” so to speak, while U2 “preaches” to millions who 
don’t even know the basic songs of faith and have grown up without any connection to 
the church. (Page 10) 

• In the movie “Walk the Line” about the life of Johnny Cash, Sam 
Phillips, the owner of Sun Records challenges Johnny when he tries 
to perform the same old gospel hymns of the previous generation.  
He asks him, “If you was hit by a truck and you was lying out there in 
that gutter dying, and you had one time to sing one song. Huh? One 
song that people would remember before you're dirt. One song that 
would let God know how you felt about your time here on Earth. One 
song that would sum you up. You tellin' me that's the song you'd 
sing? That same Jimmy Davis tune we hear on the radio all day, 
about your peace within, and how it's real, and how you're gonna 
shout it? Or... would you sing somethin' different. Somethin' real. 
Somethin' you felt. Cause I'm telling you right now, that's the kind of 
song that truly saves people. It ain't got nothin' to do with believin' in 
God, Mr. Cash. It has to do with believin' in yourself.” 
 

• What would you say or sing or write if you had one chance?  (what is 
your confession?”) 
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The theology of the cross fits U2 because they avoid the all too common proclamation 
of faith, hope, and love that ignores the present realities of doubt, despair, suffering, and 
injustice. (Page 11) 

• What U2 songs fit this description? 
 
 
 
 

• What are some aspects of life or the world that you would like to 
forget about? 
 
 
 
 

One need not ignore or be surprised by the many difficulties and sorrows in life.  Rather, 
such faith allows us to take life’s challenges straight on knowing that in our struggles we 
are not alone.  Jesus, the crucified and risen one, has already faced the worse in life. 
(Page 12) 

• What helps you face these troubling aspects of life?   
 
 
 
 

• What songs do you listen to that helps you face these troubling 
aspects of life? 

 

 

 

Chris writes about his experience with faith: “I floated, not knowing what to do or where 
to turn.  Jesus had not worked it out for me.  I thought I’d found Jesus and that he was 
my man, the one to help me succeed.  And when I failed, I thought I’d lost him.” (Page 
14) 

• Share with a neighbor when you felt like you’ve lost Jesus. 
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In the midst of these struggles Jesus found me and turned my life upside down. (Page 
15) 

• Again, with your neighbor, share some times, if any, that Jesus has 
found you? 

Chris talks about a time when his faith was strengthened, but then 
awakened when he learned about homelessness. 

• Again, with your neighbor, share an event or realization that 
awakened your faith or gave you purpose and/or meaning 
 

The band very often reveals their faith without speaking of their faith.  One 
of the saints of the church, St. Francis of Assisi, put it this way: Preach the 
gospel. If necessary, use words. 

• Are there ways in your life that you preach the gospel without words 
(that is, by your living)? 
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STEP ONE 
Chapter One :: Singing Scripture 
Though he was skeptical of religion, Kurt Vonnegut wrote in his last essay: 
“If I should ever die, God forbid, let this be my epitaph: THE ONLY PROOF 
HE NEEDED FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD WAS MUSIC.”  (Page 66, A 
Man Without a Country) 

• What music fits with this quote in your mind? 

 

 

 

The psalms were originally songs that expressed faith. Psalms offer honest 
and authentic reflections that speak about the joys and sorrows in the life of 
faith and the life lived as a human on earth.  They can also convey God’s 
joys and sorrows. 

• Read a few psalms (start with 40, 44, 116, 121)  

• Write your own psalm below or on a scrap of paper.  Is it full of 
praise, lament…a mixture? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Think for a bit about which songs shape your book of psalms? List 
some of them here. 
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Chapter Two :: Psalms as Thanksgiving and Lament 
How long, how long must we sing this song? 

 “Even if we know and believe that God has acted to save those who cry out under 
oppression, our current sorrow knows no such easy rescue.”  (page 33) 

• Lament is the outcry of the overwhelmed and yet relief seems to 
come too slowly.  What can sustain a person in those times?  What 
has sustained you? 

 

 

Bono tells this story: “A pastor recently told me, ‘Stop asking God to bless what you are 
doing.  Find out what God’s doing.  It’s already blessed.’ That’s what I want.  I want to 
align my life with that.” (page 38) 

• What is God up to in your world? 

 

 

As Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor killed for resistance to Hitler, wrote from 
prison: “Now we know that there is no longer any suffering on earth in which Christ will 
not be with us, suffering with us and praying with us—Christ the only helper.”  On this 
we have hope.  It is not a false hope that God will rescue us from all trials and make 
everything okay.  Rather we have a real hope that God is in the midst of life, suffering 
and working with us to bring into being that life we only know from a promise and see in 
glimpses.” (page 39) 

• What is the nature of hope? What gives you hope? (write some notes 
here, and then brainstorm some answers from your group) 
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• What does it mean that God is in the midst of life, even suffering, and 
why is that important? (Again, write some notes and then brainstorm 
some thoughts as a group) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• 40 is a classical lament psalm within U2’s catalogue; what are other 
songs that make up your lament catalogue (U2 songs and non U2 
songs)? ( If you have the ability, share one or two with the group) 
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Chapter Three :: Wisdom as Desire and Illusion 
Wisdom speaks of the full stretch of living. (page 43) 

• Who or what in your life speaks to the full stretch of your life? 

 

• What songs, movies, books, etc. speaks to the full stretch of your 
life? 

 

 

 

 

 “From this perspective, to the extent that one embraces the earthy perspective of 
wisdom writings, the more one distances oneself from God. (page 45) 

• Sometimes people think the life of faith is only for the spirit; wisdom 
teaches us that faith happens in the body, for the world.   

• How does spirit and body connect for you?   

 

 

Look around you; what in your world causes doubt and anxiety? (page 49)    

• How does faith and hope take shape with in such doubt and anxiety?  
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 “Yet, in the Christian tradition, Song of Songs represents both a portrayal of human 
love and a vision of the soul’s highest goal of passionate love for God.” (page 50) 

• A lot of U2 songs seem to be love songs addressed to a woman; 
understanding that the metaphor of a woman can be used to talk 
about God’s wisdom, how does that change your understanding of 
the love songs to a woman? 

 

 

 

 

• What does the song “Mysterious Ways” convey when you understand 
it as a song not only about a woman but also Wisdom and God? 

 

 

 

 

 

 “It is ultimately a faithful journey, but the clarity is refracted; our journey toward truth is 
often a winding and convoluted path and what we find at the end is not always the truth 
we expected at the beginning of the journey.” (page 55) 
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Chapter Four :: Prophecy as Judgment and Hope 
Exile is never a beautiful term.  It is the word used to talk about a time in 
Israel’s history when, because of its choices, Israel was pillaged and 
plundered and the Israelites were brought into another country.  To be 
exiled is to be dis-located, cut off from your home, your customs and 
traditions, and your way of life as you know it.   

Chris talks about prophecy not as just foreknowledge about the future, but 
as words of judgment and hope.  The prophets were active in and around a 
period of exile, in about the 7th Century before Christ, a time when Israel 
was taken captive and brought to live in Babylon. 

The prophets were messengers from God to give a specific word first of 
judgment and later of hope.  Though the words given were historical, they 
still speak to those of us who walk around in exile. 

• What in your life witnesses to exile? 

 

 

 “Yet evoking hope does not stop with remembering a promise.  It extends on to a vision 
of life made new.”  (page 62) 

• Look up Paul’s Second letter to the Corinthians, chapter 5.  (It will 
look like 2 Corinthians 5 at the top of the bible or in the front section, 
which should have page numbers). What does new life look like to 
Paul? (Share your reaction with a neighbor or in group conversation) 

 

 

• What does new life look like to you? (write some notes about your 
vision) 
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 “The freshness and energy that come from such proclamations turn us from despair 
and toward God’s desire of abundant life for all.  God’s vision of equality in the new 
creation first comes as vision, as imagination, and as gift.” (page 62) 

• What words turn you from despair toward God? Share an example of 
when this happened in your life. 

 

 

U2 often sings with a prophetic voice, “portraying the decadence and 
danger of a consumer culture where buying and seeking pleasure are 
elevated to the level of life or death.  Christian tells about when U2 
performed at the Olympic Stadium that Hitler built in the mid 1990s.  U2 
pointed to Germany’s intense history, looking it square in the eye and said, 
“This will never happen again!”  This is the voice of the prophets, not in 
knowing or predicting the future, but “in the sense of portraying grief-filled 
anger at what has been in order to make space for other visions. 

• Have you experienced “grief-filled anger”?  When? 

 

 

• Is there a sense that there is another vision for the way things are?  
That what we see isn’t what God has in store for us?  How does that 
vision lead you to a different reality? 

o Beautiful Day is a great example of a song that opens up a 
vision of hope for something new. 

o What songs give you a different vision of hope? 

 

 

 

 “Somehow, in the midst of evil we cannot explain, we still long for and claim God’s 
promise of a new day….The prophetic voice, moving through sorrowful judgment, to be 
sure, but in the face of destruction and unbelievable suffering, speaking also the tender 
and powerful vision of hope and a new day.” (page 72) 
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Chapter Five :: Parables as Offense and Mercy 
 “Jesus offers a reversal aimed at offending the congregation’s sensibilities and opening 
space for a new understanding of God’s kingdom to emerge.” (page 76) 

 “Those listening have every reason to expect the one outcome set up by the story’s 
beginning, but then the opposite conclusion comes to pass and the hearer’s expectation 
are turning on their head.” (page 87) 

• Parables, like grace, go beyond our expectations.  Parables 
challenge and offend those who have an idea of how things are 
supposed to be when it places what is supposed to happen on its 
head in order to let more people in.  Why do you think Jesus spoke in 
parables?  Why do you think U2 uses parables in their songs? 

 

 

 

 

• Crumbs from the Table is an example of U2’s use of parables; what 
other songs or examples from pop culture do you see this 
transformative form at work? 
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Chapter Six :: Apocalypse as Ecstasy and Healing 
Apocalypse comes from the Greek word apokalyptein, which means to reveal; it is used 
as a way to describe a vision of a better place. (page 90) 

 [The book of Revelation] is a bold vision that can look almost five hundred years of 
oppression and dislocation in the face and declare that the God of heaven and earth is 
alone the true reality of worship. (page 92) 

 “To those in the midst of confusion and doubt, suffering under persecution and hostility, 
such a vision – of a powerful promise of ultimate victory and courage within the struggle 
from day to day – offers the sustenance for maintaining faithfulness.”  (page 94) 

 “Apocalypse is not, for U2, about leaving this world behind for some other reality, but , 
but about getting a glimpse of the world as God desires it to be, a vision that guides and 
empowers us in our faithful struggle in the midst of the world.” (page 96) 

• When U2 played “Magnificent” live on the Dave Letterman show in 
Spring 2009, Dave greeted them afterwards and said, “I can feel it 
right here,” saying that feeling the music, he was transcended to that 
other place.  What other music takes you to that other place?  What 
gives you a vision of something different, something better? 

 

 

 

 

• Josh Ritter wrote a song called “Thin Blue Flame” that moves from a 
pre- to a post-apocalyptic vision of the world, moving from pain and 
suffering to ecstasy and healing.  What other songs sing to the 
ecstasy and healing that comes through pain to healing; from 
suffering to ecstasy? 
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STEP TWO 
Chapter Seven :: Singing the Cross 
Chris begins each chapter with a quote from the band.  The first line of the quote reads, 
“I’d be in big trouble if Karma was going to finally be my judge.” (page 107) 

• What is karma?  (group discussion, brainstorm) 

 

• What is grace?   (group discussion, brainstorm) 

 

 

This section of the book focuses on the theology of the cross.  Chris explains the 
theology of the cross as not just another perspective about Jesus, or about his death on 
the cross, but about how you see the world and how you live in it.  “The summary 
version of the theology of glory says our relationship to God depends on us; it is an ‘if, 
then’ proposition.”  Bono uses the word karma do describe the theology of glory.  “The 
summary version of the theology of the cross says our relationship to God depends on 
God; it is a ‘because, therefore’ proposition.  Grace is the word to describe the theology 
of the cross, which is “surprising and scandalous by human standards.” (page 108-109) 

• Can you give a couple more words to each of these theologies? (jot 
down some thoughts here)  
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The theology of glory says, “I will prosper and achieve my own little heaven on earth.”  
But as Chris mentions, “ In such a faith perspective, there are no room for ambiguities 
and doubts.” (page 110) 

• Who are contemporary theologians of glory in our culture? 

 

 

• Why does the theology of glory work; what is good about it?   

 

 

• Why does the theology of glory not work; what is bad about it? 

 

 

 

 

The official religion is that which is often more interested in capturing divine authority to 
put at the service of its own quite worldly power.  This perspective does not tend to fit 
well with those who are not satisfied with platitudes and false promises.  “The theology 
of the cross is preferable not because it is easy but because it is true.” (page 110-111) 

• Who are contemporary theologians of the cross in our culture? 

 

 

• What rings true for you as you’ve read about the theology of the 
cross? 

 

 

• How do you see the cross 
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What does it mean when Chris writes, “no one has seen God, but Jesus of Nazareth, 
God in the flesh, has made God known to us – a God with holes in his hands, feet, and 
side.  God, who has come near to us, is in the midst of our twisted and ruined 
existence”? (page 111) Share with a neighbor how Jesus shows you God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

U2 seems to operate within the space of faith and the world.  “It is the theology of the 
cross that embodies the pattern of a God who became flesh and dwelt among us.” 
(page 115) 

• “If God Will Send His Angels” shows a movement from the theology 
of glory to the theology of the cross.  What other U2 songs exemplify 
the theology of the cross to you? 
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Chapter Eight :: Faith (Not Sight) 
Chris writes that “Faith is not knowing but trusting nonetheless….Faith is by definition 
not certainty…. [Faith] does not yet have full possession of what is promised.” (page 
118) 

• What is faith to you?  Is it something you can define or articulate? 

 

 

 

 

 “While we may have an image of God appearing in some predictably dramatic holy 
moment, the truth is that the God revealed in Jesus Christ actually chooses quite 
surprising ways and means.” (page 120) 

• What are some ways you’ve seen in the Bible or in your life that God 
has shown up in surprising ways and means? 

 

 

 “[I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking for] is the core of the Christian faith, and its 
orientation to faith in the coming of God’s promised reign, a coming that is only possible 
through suffering of the cross.”  Chris notes that is because “The pieces of their faith 
combine: powerful and moving and truthful music, sung in a way that both admits the 
limits of life and yet in word and deed gives a vision of something more.” (page 127) 

• “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking” for is one of U2’s biggest and 
most well known songs about faith.  What does this song mean to 
you?  How does the theology of the cross affect your hearing of this 
song? (play the song in the group, if you are able, before discussion) 
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Chapter Nine :: Hope (Not Possession) 
 “True knowledge of God (and therefore hope) comes from knowing that in Christ God 
comes near to us in mercy and love.  True knowledge of God, that is, comes from 
knowing grace.” (page 131) 

• What is hope? 

 

 

• What gives you hope? 

 

 

In the song “Grace” U2 sings about grace making beauty out of ugly things.  Martin 
Luther uses these words to talk about the theology of hope this way, “The love of God 
does not find but creates that which is meaningful to it.” (page 141) 

• Why would God want to make beauty out of ugly things?   

 

 

• How can God make beauty out of ugly things? 

 

 

 “Grace offers hope, real hope, because grace enlists us in God’s 
conspiracy of hope.” (page 142) 

• How might U2’s song Breathe represent such an experience of 
undergoing God (Read Romans chapter 6 as one biblical root of the 
song) Share When have you “undergone God;” that is, unexpectedly 
felt loved, able to breathe again, to walk out into the streets without 
fear? 
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Chapter Ten :: Love (Not Power) 
Love is the theme of most of the songs on the radio. Love songs that are 
about other people and about God.  U2 sings of the varieties of love, from 
the romantic love of people to self-sacrificial love that God shows us in 
Christ.  The songs are not about power but weakness.   

• What songs do you listen to when…you’re in love, you want to 
express love to your family or friends, you need to hear words about 
giving your life away to those in need? 

 

 

 

 

• Why is love more powerful when it is serving something or someone 
else?  

 

 

 

• How can love be more powerful in weakness? (Brainstorm examples 
in the group) 
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Chris talks about different levels of love; God’s Messiah was not going to come with a 
sword or with power, but was going to triumph through non-violence, weakness and 
love. Martin Luther talks about love as self-giving and self-emptying.  Love empties us 
of our wisdom, wealth or righteousness because it belongs not to us, but to the ones 
who lack it. 

In the book, Chris tells the Story of a concert in Arizona on the Joshua Tree Tour 
(though mentions it as the Rattle and Hum Tour—all authors make mistakes!).  Bono 
received a death threat for his advocacy of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day.  He was told 
that if he sang “Pride (In the Name of Love),” he would be shot.  Bono sang the song 
anyone, but sang it with his eyes open.  At the end of the song Bono opened his eyes 
and saw Adam, the bassist, standing in front of him.   

• What other examples of sacrificial love have you encountered in your 
life?  (List some here, then share) 
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Chapter Eleven :: Now (Not Yet) 
Chris shares a story about not showing love without regard to others not showing love 
without regard.  What does it look like to “love without regard”? (page 158) 

• What does it look like to “live towards grace”?  Why do you think that 
living life in Christ is often a struggle, as Paul writes in Romans 7? 

 

 

• How does faith in Christ offer new life in the face of human sin and 
evil?  Answer this in your own words. (page 161) 

 

 

 “So we are in one sense wholly sinner and wholly saint; we fall short in our human 
striving but are clothed with Christ through baptism, making of us holy people before 
God. (page 161) 

• What does it mean to be simultaneously saint AND sinner? 

 

 

Chris quotes a letter that Martin Luther sent to his friend, encouraging him to “sin 
boldly”. (page 162) 

 

• What does it mean to sin boldly?  Is that counterintuitive? 
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When The Edge struggled with the contradiction between being faithful and being in 
rock ‘n roll, he ultimately decided, “It’s a contradiction for some, but it’s a contradiction 
that I’m able to live with.  I just decided that I was going to live with it.  I wasn’t going to 
explain it because I can’t.”  Bono himself realized, “instead of running away from 
contradictions, I should run into them and wrap my arms around them and give ‘em a 
big kiss.  Actually write about hypocrisy.” (page 163-164) 

• We talk about living in tension; the now and not yet is a good 
example.  The Edge talks about this as contradiction.  What does 
contradiction or tension look like to you? 

 

 

• It’s pretty bold to throw stones at the hypocrisy of others, how much 
more so to own up to your own!  How or why would someone even do 
that? 

 

 

• What would it look like if the church was a place that confessed its 
contradictions and hypocrisies?   

 

 

U2 wrote songs about betrayal on the album Achtung Baby; yet one of the themes 
within betrayal is that good can come out of the bad; that healing can come out of 
suffering. (page 166) 

• How does U2 use paradox to say something truth about human 
relationships and God’s work in the world? 

 

 

• What other songs help you understand paradox or the complexity of 
human relationships? 
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STEP THREE 
Chapter Twelve :: Singing the Truth 
It is authenticity that makes U2 truth tellers.  Such authenticity involves 
admitting doubt and feeling powerless.  What are some ways or lyrics that 
U2 has spoken the truth of your life?  Of the world’s life? 

 

 

 

 

Bono once wrote this to his dad: “U2 is about the impossible.  Politics is the art of the 
possible.  They’re very different, and I’m resigned to that now.” (page 180) 

• What do you think Bono meant when he said this? 

 

• How are they political? 

 

 

• In what ways do they point beyond the political towards the 
impossible? 

 

• How is U2 like an icon, that is, pointing beyond themselves and 
towards God? 
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 “Those who try to live in the manner of Christ, following the way of the cross, might be 
expected to also be close to the church.  This, however, is not a simple equation.  U2 
has never had an easy relationship with the institutional church.”  (page 186) 

• What is the church?  How does it go beyond its own walls to where 
God is working in and for the world? (write some notes here, then 
discuss) 
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EPILOGUE: . . . To Knowing 
Chris describes two different ways that culture expects Christians to act: as if they were 
no different than anyone else, or, as if they were completely different than everyone 
else.  This is called “no difference” and “hard difference,” respectively. Chris points to a 
third way of doing things: the soft difference, noting that U2 is a model for soft 
difference. U2 lives out their faith in and for the world, not in spite of the world.  Their 
faith makes a difference in the way they live, but they do not cut themselves off from 
others. (page 192) 

• Should we follow this model of living a ‘soft difference’ in and for the 
world?  Why?  How? 

 

 

 

 

 

God, the love and logic of the universe, became human as a baby in order to live and 
suffer and ultimately save the world.  That means that the way of weakness and 
humility, of love and suffering, of giving our lives to and for the world, is already blessed.  
U2 has found that way to follow Jesus. (page 194) 

• This is how U2 has lived out their faith in the world.  How will you live 
out your faith in the world?   

 


