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A theology of engagement in the mission of U2
From early on in their career U2 have pursued a theology of engagement with the larger world. Bono, Edge and Larry, all professing Christians, would not compartmentalize their faith, seek the conversions of their non-Christian bandmate and manager, or join the Christian subculture, but understood their faith as part of a larger whole.
The band has always integrated spiritual, political and social elements in their albums. In 1981 at the Ghettout Christian music conference Bono indicated that their Christian witness would not let them ignore the horror of the killing fields in Kampuchea (modern Cambodia). The band’s holistic approach to music and art led them to consciously address other controversial global hotspots where lines of ethics and morality were blurred: sectarianism in Ireland, the atrocities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, guerilla warfare in Central America, apartheid in South Africa, genocide in Sarajevo, a brutal dictatorship in Burma, AIDS in Africa, and ongoing military conflict in the Middle East, to name a few.
In Bono: in conversation with Michka Assayas, the interviewer asks Bono whether the band had lost their desire to “change the world” in favor of a massive surreal art project in the mid-1990s. Bono objects saying that their work is multifaceted, “a commercial project, and a spiritual project, and a political project” especially on the Zoo TV tour. “We still had the idea in our heads that a rock star has two instincts: he wants to change the world, and he wants to have fun. If he can do both at the same time, that’s the way to go.”
In this paper I will track the development of U2’s holistic approach to life and art by demonstrating their commitment to the spiritual, political and social both in the studio and on stage. Through analysis of albums, individual songs and significant moments in concerts I will reflect on U2’s ability to integrate faith and life in a unique way. Finally, I will suggest that U2’s pursuit of this engagement with the larger world is not an inconsequential novelty, but part of the mission and purpose of their work.
