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the one true

religion

AMONG THE GRIZZLED VETERANS WHO
MAKE UP BAD RELIGION, THERE'S
MORE THAN A HUNDRED YEARS OF
EXPERIENCE ON PUNK'S FRONT LINES.
SO WHY DID IT TAKE THEM SO LONG
TO MAKE THE ALBUM OF THEIR LIVES?

BY CHRIS ZIEGLER | PHOTOGRAPH BY ALEX TEHRANI
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WHAT YOU TALKIN’ ’BOUT, BROOKS?

For singer Greg Graffin and bassist Jay Bentley, Bad Religion has been a lifelong commitment.
The other four band members took a lot of detours before finding their religion

Brooks Wackerman

Brett Gurewitz

a lot of information in each line and end up telling a pretty rich story.”

For the past sevaral years, Graffin has been working toward a Phu. in
zoology from Cornell, studying the way modern theorists of evolution con-
ceive religion. I's a subject that spills over into the band's music. *We're
more into philosophy than politics,” he says, *One of the things we've sung
aboul for a long time is the philosophical school of naturalism—how vou
can have a naturalistic viewpoint that counters the religious viewpoint bt
atill hope for a better waorld.”

*I remember hoving the discussion whon woe wers 15 that we didn't want
to be locked into just screaming, ‘Fuck the cops!"” Bentley says, “We wanted
something more than that.”

“Though | don't mind saying, for the record, that | hate cops, (o the max."
Gurewitz says. “If you could put that in Spin, I'd be 50 happy.”

*I WAS AN ARROGANT PRICK, AND THEN | BECAME A RECLUSIVE
heroin addict,” Gurewitz states flatly. *I had my hig success and questionad
all my values, and I just didn't handle it well. I've come out on the other
sice with a little bit of wisdom.”

This is Gurewitz's succinct summation of the period of turmoil during
which he left Bad Religion to overses Epitaph as it hecame the mosit
successful independent rock label in history, thanks to the Offspring’s
multiplatinum third album, 1994's Smash, During the same period, there was
a growing rift between Gurewitz and the rest of Bad Religion. Gurewitz was
rumaorad to be unhappy that the band wanted to sign with Atlantic, after
more than a decade with Epitaph. In 1994, he decided to quit. *T thought
I 'wasz leaving the band because me and Jay got into a fight, but | was using
that as an excuse,” he says. “Because | was too chickenshit to say [ had to
leave to guide my record company through a really explosive period.”

Epitaph's finances were in disarray, a victim of too-rapid growth and Gure-
wite’s hubris. Gurewitz found suceess hard to handle, especially once he
and the Offspring, who'd known each other for years, began to argue over
the band's contract. In 1896, the Offspring left Epitaph to sign with Sony, and
reports egan to surface that Epitaph was in serious trouble. After getting his
life in order—these days, the drug-free Gurewitz spends a lot of time working
out, meditating, and playing chess—he managed to get Epitaph back on track.
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It was only a matter of time before Bad Religion, who'd also had mixed expe-
riences with the punk gold rush, invited him back. And it was only natural
that he invite them back to Epitaph.

Mow that Bad Religion are all there for each other, the gquestion
remains: Who will be there for Bad Religion? This iz clearly a band who
walk it like they talk it. Consider the Bad Religion Research Fund, a trust
established h:q.' the band to fund hjgl'l school and |:|:|i|1131" students work-
ing in the natural and social sciences. So far, the fund has doled out thres
awards of botween 53,000 and 55,000: Craffin ]mrh-:.um.ll}- reviows the pro-
posals himsell. As a bonus, recipients have the opportunity Lo get on the
guest list to any Bad Religion show for life.

f course, a scholarship here and there doesn't necessarily make up for
the credibility hemorrhage the band suffered after its Epitaph defection. A
punk band named Your Mother recorded a song called *Color Me Badd
Religion,” which includes the line “All harmony makes big money.” The even-
punker hand Dead Silence released an EF called Hell, How Could We Make
Any More Monay Than This? (a snarky play on the title of Bad Religion's 1982
debut, How Could Hell Be Any Worse?), which came with an activity book
that included the following puzsle: “Bad Religion is having an ethical problem
signing to a major label—can you help them?" And the band's recent open-
ing gigs for the likes of Blink-182 have received a mixed reception at best.
Referring o the hand’s lange-by-punk-standards sbe-piece lineup, one skepti-
cal kid at a recent show was heard to ramark, “What are they—a ska band?*

Bad Religion take the ribbing in stride. “I wrote a song on the new album
called 'Supersonic,’ about how the pace of cultural change has acoslarated,”
Gurewitz says. “The nostalgia cycle has shrunk. It's hard to keep in mind
how to retain relevance.”

After 12 albums and 22 years, do Bad Religion have a snowball's chance
in Orange County of sounding relevant? Gurawitz simply points to The
Process af Belief, a record that still makes him stare dreamily at the CD
player even though he's heard it a million times. This is the record Bad
Religion have waited years 1o make. And these guys hate waiting,

“It's the restless nature Brett and [ have,” says Graffin. *It's hard for us to sit
still. When we finish writing a song, we revel in its glory for about 20 minutes,
And then it's time to write 8 new song. And do a better job than before.”
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