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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

Airports and dive bars
I love airports and I love dive bars. It used to be because I loved drinking, but now I realize I love people watching. Both of those places are highly 

conducive to long periods of time in the same spot with a bunch of random people crossing your path. Ergo, I love airports and dive bars. I suppose that 

affair started some time ago, where in some subconscious statement about who I was in my formative years, I would find out that I just dealt better with 

watching instead of talking. My dad would always drive home the “two ears, one mouth” biblical adage, so when I got to college and started to patronize 

bars and airports on my own a lot more frequently, I erred on the side of just keeping my mouth shut. My close friend (and official HM photographer) Ju-

lie Worsham and I had driven from Los Angeles to Riverside, CA to take the photos of Impending Doom you see in this issue, and we ended up at a dive 

bar. (No hats, no backpacks.) Other than us, there ended up being only one bartender in the whole joint, and one old dude whom Doom vocalist Brook 

Reeves humored by playing pool with him. I live for that moment. We had nowhere to be, nothing to do but hang out in a dark bar and talk. (I tried to 

listen as best I could.) When I left, I had a lot more heart for Impending Doom’s journey. I had always been a fan, but in the abstract sense; now, it was 

a functional fandom. I learned that those guys work hard. (Like, real hard.) Even in the waning moments of the photo shoot, the moon sneaking out of 

bed, they were still talking shop. Even when it was dark enough to turn on the neon signs, they were drinking, talking and stuffing themselves into mu-

sic. Even as we left, founding guitarist Manny Contreras and I couldn’t stop talking about some of his side projects. And it all reminded me of  how hard 

some people work at a dream they were made to carry out, regardless of money. I may be officially a listener now, but let Doom reign.

SPINNING AT HM
Impending Doom

Death Will Reign

Phenomenal work from 
the goreship band. One 
of their heaviest ever, 

and it’s Impending Doom 
we’re talking about.

Glass Cloud

Perfect War Forever

They’re currently on
The Chariot’s farewell 
tour, and this record 

has definite flashes of 
brilliance.

Rivers of Nihil

The Conscious

Seed of Light

Incredibly heavy release 
from the Pennsylvania 

outfit’s first
Metal Blade debut.

Silence the Messenger

Achilles

This was spinning a
couple months ago, but 

the record officially came 
out at the end of

October. It’s worth 
another spot.

Stryper

No More Hell to Pay

I sincerely hope this 
record is given a fair shot, 

and I hope even more 
that most of you will like 

it. Michael Sweet’s
voice is epic.

—DAVID STAGG, EDITOR-IN-CHIEF
 DSTAGG@HMMAGAZINE.COM
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VERSUS ANGELS
BY KAITLIN REYNOLDS
PHOTO BY LINDSEY WALTERS

The subtle confidence exudes from the pages when 
Versus Angels discusses their emergence onto the music 
scene with their tour through the Midwest. They are a het-
erogeneous mix of styles and personalities coming together 
to create music for the stand-alone purpose of evoking the 
intangible; to move a person’s body and soul.

Through their transparent passion for music they have 
intertwined sounds from each members unique back-
ground to simply produce the music they want to produce. 
Lead guitarist, Worth Weaver, had the opportunity as a 
recording engineer and studio owner to keep a purity of 
sound for their single Just Alright and hopes to continue 
producing and expanding their already solid hold in the 
rock realm.

Beginnings are always important so this question is for 
Worth Weaver, why did you choose to break off from He Is 
Legend? What did you learn from your departure, and how 
did you go about establishing Versus Angels? 

Weaver: I absolutely love the guys in He Is Legend, and 
I love playing and performing with them. I recently did pre-
production for the new record in my studio, and I will have 
to say the new record is nothing short of a masterpiece.

That being said, I have my own personal reasons for 
my departure from the band as their guitarist. There are 
certainly no hard feelings or bad vibes between us on a 
professional or personal level.

We are now, and will remain, the closest of friends. I felt 
the direction that Versus Angels was going was more in line 

THE JUMP
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VERSUS ANGELS
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with my goals on a personal 
and professional level, and 
I made up my mind to pur-
sue that with all my mind 
and heart. I wish the guys 
in He is Legend the very 
best as they are one of the 
most talented bands I have 
ever had the pleasure to 
perform with.

Being a fairly new band, 
what have been the biggest 
challenges establishing 
your sound? 

Tony Morgan: I’d prob-
ably say the fact that all 
of us come from different 
backgrounds of music. 
We’ve all played in so many 
bands and different styles 
of music that establishing 
our sound was a little chal-
lenge at first. Nonetheless, 
it’s here and it’s growing 
each time we play.

 What’s the overall mes-
sage you want to give to 
your fans and the public? 

Weaver: We have such a 
blast writing, recording and 
performing together. It’s 
about so much more than 
fame or fortune for us. 
We each live and breathe 
music. It’s something that 
consumes me from the 
moment I open my eyes to 
the moment I close them 
every day. That passion 
is something we want to 
share and convey to each 
of our fans. The passion 
that each member of 
VA shares for the music 
is contagious, and we 
want to share that drive 
and love for our art with 
our audience. We are so 
fortunate and thankful to 
be in the position to share 
our music with such a wide 
audience, and we want to 
continue to give our all to 
and for them. I always love 
that intangible “feeling” 

I get when I hear a song 
that moves my very core 
and soul. I suppose that’s 
my goal with VA’s music, 
to move someone in a way 
that no other medium can.

Your music is nuanced 
with influences from 
other musicians. Is there 
someone you guys tap into 
more often than others? 
Who are your biggest 
influences? 

 Morgan: We are all 
influenced by so many dif-
ferent kinds of music, from 
jazz to metal. I personally 
grew up listening to a lot 
of pop punk. But as I got 
older, I started listening to 
bands like Foo Fighters, 
Anberlin, Weezer, Brand 
New and Jimmy Eat 
World, to name a few. A 
lot of those bands have a 
major influence on the way 
I write songs today. 

 
How do you guys go 

about incorporating each 
band member’s personality 
in your music?

Weaver: Great 
question. We each have 
such broad and diverse 
influences that it can be 
overwhelming sometimes 
(laughs). I come from a 
blues/jazz/classic rock 
background as a guitarist, 
and those influences show 
in some of my writing on 
the guitar here and there. 
Shaun (Freeman) is really 
into speed metal and the 
more heavier styles of 
rock than I am, and he 
always pushes me in a new 
direction with his ideas. 
It’s almost like we balance 
each other out perfectly 
as song writers and gui-
tarists. Jonny (Braddock) 
is such an incredible 
bassist and probably has 
the most diverse range 

of musical influences in 
the band. His input with 
structuring song ideas is 
invaluable to VA’s writing 
process. Tony is a master 
lyricist, incredible with his 
choice of melodies and 
harmonies, and is equally 
as talented when it comes 
to his arranging skills. He 
is the glue that brings and 
holds our songs together 
and gives us the signature 
VA sound. We all have a 
good grasp on our place 
when we write a new song 
or idea, and our mutual 
respect for one another 
as artists shows during 
the process without a 
doubt.

“Music for the sake of 
music” has been the man-
tra of the rock scene since 
the ’50s. How would you 
respond to a statement 
like that one? 

Morgan: I think more 
people should abide by it. 
We simply play music be-
cause we love to. We love 
sharing what we pour our 
hearts into in hopes of fans 
being able to connect with 
us emotionally through our 
songs. We aren’t looking 
for fame or fortune. We 
just want to do something 
we love doing in front of 
people who love hearing it. 

 
 Can you explain the 

process of a self-pro-
duced EP like We’re Only 
Human?

Weaver: I have been a 
recording engineer and 
studio owner for around 
eight years now, and it was 
so much fun to finally have 
the chance to track my 
own band. The process was 
seamless and invigorating 
on so many levels. As 
an engineer, I start with 
tracking the drums first 

(which, in this, case were 
performed by the very 
talented Rodney Liles).

Then we moved on to 
bass guitar, electric guitars 
and finally vocals. Every-
one was so prepared and 
mentally pumped for the 
tracking process, it made 
my job as an engineer so 
much fun.

The project was then 
mixed and mastered by my 
dear friend and fellow en-
gineer John Harrell. I can’t 
wait for VA’s next project 
together as we are contin-
ually writing new material 
and pushing ourselves to 
be better songwriters and 
musicians. 

Morgan: The inspiration 
for “We’re Only Human” 
actually came from watch-
ing a speech that Charlie 
Chaplin gave in the movie 
“The Great Dictator.” We 
even loved it so much, 
it may have even been 
added in the actual song 
somewhere.

After having a couple 
of East Coast tours, are 
you looking to expand 
your performance radius? 
Where are you guys ex-
pecting to travel next? 

Morgan: We would love 
to expand through out the 
nation eventually and we’re 
currently working on that! 
In the meantime, we are 
booking as many shows and 
tours as possible, up and 
down the coast and hitting 
some Midwest dates along 
the way. You can always 
visit our Reverb Nation or 
Facebook page for upcom-
ing tour dates.

Artists hit rough times 
in their career. What 
has been the advice or 
motivation to keep making 
your music? 

Weaver: Music has 
paralleled my life in so 
many ways. Everyone has 
peaks and valleys over 
the course of their lives 
and careers. Music is 
simply an expressive way 
to either share or vent 
these moments of change. 
We are all changing all of 
the time in either positive 
or negative ways, and it 
can be hard to keep going 
when you feel defeated by 
the pressures of life, love 
or work. Music has always 
been there for me, regard-
less of the circumstances 
I have encountered. I just 
have always made up my 
mind to find the positives 
in a negative situation and 
not let these situations tear 
me away from what I love 
to do or why I love to do 
it. My best advice is don’t 
ever stop creating, growing 
and moving forward in 
anything you choose to 
pursue in life. That’s an 
excellent lesson music has 
taught me over the course 
of my career.

Your new single, “Just 
Alright,” has a rocking 
sound. How does this 
represent the direction of 
your music for the future?

Morgan: Thanks! I think 
that song represents our 
direction pretty well. How-
ever, I’d also like to add 
that it’s only the beginning 
of what is to come from 
Versus Angels. That was 
one of the first songs we 
wrote and we’re constantly 
testing our limits with our 
song-writing and playing 
abilities.

Our plan is to keep 
bringing the rock with 
hints of each of our per-
sonalities/influences and 
to grow as much as we can 
as a band.
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BOOKS

BY DOUG VAN PELT

BOOKS

This is a hard book to swallow. I’ve wres-
tled with matters of “turn the other cheek,” 
of self-defense, of Jesus telling Peter to put 
down his sword. Of Jesus telling all the dis-

ciples “it’s time to pick up your swords.”
As the son of a career military officer, 

I have a stake in this debate, and I believe 
someone needed to write this book – if one 
does not wrestle with the Word of God on 
issues of conflict, then we are never really 
trying to understand the Bible, are we? 
Thankfully, author Preston Sprinkle is 
practical in his approach (dude owns guns), 
and he ties in the morality of the New Tes-
tament with the necessity of being one with 
the Messiah in order for that morality to be 
applied.

Yeah, this book is a wrestling match. 

I read your article, My Reluctant 
Journey toward Nonviolence. What led 
you on this journey and what is your mo-
tive for this book?

Christians disagree over many things. 
But what has shocked me – what has led 
me to write this book – is how outraged 
Christians get toward those who disagree 
with them on these issues (of warfare, 
violence, confronting evil with violence, 
the use of violence to protect one’s fam-

ily, capital punishment, killing a life to 
save a life, etc.). If you ever want to stir 
up your Bible study, ask the other peo-
ple if it’d be okay to join the military, kill 
an intruder, or assassinate Hitler if you 
had the chance. Ask them if they wept 
or cheered when bin Laden was killed. 
The questions themselves make people 
angry.

I’ve dealt with many issues over the 
years – free will and election, spiritual 
gifts, the end times – but I have never 
seen such heated discussions erupt as 
when issues of war, violence, and nation-
alism come up. Never. Disagreement 
over these issues pricks something deep 
in the heart of us. All the more need to 
open God’s Word to see what He thinks 
about these issues … I’m writing this book 
to help contribute to the ongoing discus-
sion of how Christians should think about 
warfare, violence, and their close cousin, 
nationalism. 

My hope for this book is threefold. 
First, I want everyone who reads this 
book to rethink what the Bible – and 

only the Bible – says about warfare and 
violence. There are too many non-Bibli-
cal worldviews that have controlled this 
discussion, even within “Bible-believing” 
churches. I’m not saying that you must 
land on my view, although I hope you do. 
I would consider this book a mild success 
if you at least reconsidered your view in 
light of the Bible. 

Second, I hope that this book would 
help snuff out the militaristic spirit that 
has crept into the American church 
over the last few decades. As I will show, 
Scripture protests against militaristic 
zeal. Specific questions about military 
service or violence as a last resort are 
more difficult to sort out, but such un-
checked allegiance to military might, 
eager vengeance toward America’s ene-
mies or warfare as the only way to con-
front evil are all serious aberrations from 
biblical Christianity. The church’s blind 
endorsement of war has become one 
of the most gaping holes in evangelical 
thought. I hope to expose this. 

Third, I pray that this book would help 

Preston Sprinkle
Fight
David C. Cook

In ‘Fight,’ author Preston Sprinkle tackles one of the harder subjects it is to 
talk about: violence and war. Would Jesus really turn the other cheek?

THE FIGHT:

GOD ON VIOLENCE
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evangelical Christians to fight. Fight 
against evil. Fight against the schemes of 
the Devil. Fight against sin. Fight against 
injustice. As good soldiers of Christ 
who are members of the blood-bought 
church, I pray that we would fight the 
good fight. But in light of what the Bi-
ble teaches, I pray that citizens of God’s 
kingdom would emulate their King and 
fight without using violence.

Should the United States of Ameri-
ca, or any government for that matter, 
have a military?

To answer this, we have to recognize 
that the New Testament is not meant to 
tell secular governments how to operate. 
Greg Boyd said it well: “God doesn’t 
expect governments to conform to the 
same standard of love and nonviolence 
He expects of disciples of Jesus.” Af-
ter all, people are unable to conform to 
God’s will unless they are in Christ and 

have the Spirit (Rom. 8:5–16). Outside 
of Christ, they are dead in sin (Eph. 
2:1–3), which is why Paul has no inter-
est in judging those outside the body (1 
Cor. 5:12). The nations will act like the 
nations. 

Neither does the New Testament 
show much interest in the politics of the 
day. We are to submit to the governing 
bodies, pray for them and pay our tax-
es. But the kingdom of God is not com-
manded to make the kingdom of Rome 
more moral. Interestingly, whenever 
Jesus was lured into political debates, 
He always “transformed these kingdom-
of-the-world questions into kingdom-
of-God questions and turned them back 
on His audience (Matt. 22:15–22; Luke 
12:13–15).” That’s because our mission is 
not to solve all the world’s problems, but 
to embody and proclaim the kingdom of 
God as the place where those problems 
are solved. 

So do I think America should have a 
military? It all depends on what we mean 
by “should.” If we mean “can” have a 
military, then sure. They can have a mil-
itary. Or they can choose not to have a 
military. For citizens of God’s kingdom, 
the question is a moot one, because 
militaries don’t advance the kingdom of 
God – and neither can they stop it. The 
New Testament doesn’t say that Rome 
should or shouldn’t have a military. 
That’s because the New Testament isn’t 
concerned with advancing Rome’s king-
dom. Rather, it tells us how to advance 
God’s kingdom. God doesn’t command 
America to have a military, nor does He 
command it to get rid of its military. 

I therefore disagree with Wayne 
Grudem, who thinks that “military 
weapons for governments are God-or-
dained” or that “because of the great 
military power of the United States, we 
also carry a great deal of responsibility 

for maintaining world peace,” or even 
that “superior military weaponry in the 
hands of a nation that protects freedom 
… is a good thing for the world.” Such 
statements are wrongheaded, if not bi-
zarre. World peace comes through Jesus 
– the One who doesn’t need a military to 
rule the world. 

Having said this, I think there’s a place 
for the church to hold the government 
to a standard of morality that may lessen 
evil in the world. It’s part of our duty to 
seek the good of the city, as Jeremiah 
says (29:7), but our hope does not lie in 
enforcing our ethic upon secular govern-
ments. We can’t legislate the kingdom 
of God into existence. We could end all 
wars, yet Satan would simply find anoth-
er way to destroy us. He could use world 
peace to make us think we don’t need 
Jesus. Our hope and victory lie in the 
crucified Lamb. Jesus is the solution to 
war and violence.

BOOKS

THEY CAN HAVE 
A MILITARY. 
OR THEY CAN 
CHOOSE NOT TO 
HAVE A MILITARY. 
FOR CITIZENS OF 
GOD’S KINGDOM, 
THE QUESTION 
IS A MOOT ONE, 
BECAUSE MIL-
ITARIES DON’T 
ADVANCE THE 
KINGDOM OF GOD 
– AND NEITHER 
CAN THEY STOP IT.

“

Author Preston Sprinkle
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Do you like a story of des-

peration and hope? Imagine 

yourself in San Francisco’s 

Tenderloin District (no kids, 

it’s not where they process 

beef) and feeling the inner 

conflict between the hope 

that Christ has given you 

and the devastation of lives 

seen in the rock hard world 

of the sex trade and the 

beaten down bodies and 

souls of its victims? Author 

Roger Huang came to the 

City by the Bay in 1970 

from Taiwan. After leaving 

the abuse of his own home 

and living on the streets, 

he encountered his future 

wife and then the loving 

Savior. The next few decades 

have seen him and his wife 

knee-deep in a service they 

founded called City Impact 

Ministries. 

The 250 pages of this book 

chronicle one miracle and 

dramatic story after another, 

citing the conditions that 

brought them to their knees 

and the provision of God to 

the situation. Along the way, 

they share their motivation 

and their God-shaped world-

view that forms the hows and 

whys of helping out others 

in their city. One major com-

ponent of this is prayer and 

fasting, which they use to 

focus on each and every major 

hurdle they come into contact 

with.

If you’re looking for excite-

ment and entertainment, 

you’ll find it in these pages. 

Hope and inspiration? Check. 

Teaching and training on the 

disciplines of prayer and fast-

ing? Bonus. The teaser prom-

ise on the back of the book 

rings true: Chasing God will 

inspire you to run the race of 

faith, not as a sprint, but as a 

marathon of miracles. 

I have a small wooden plaque 

on my wall that my grandmother 

gave to my dad, who passed it on 

to me when I was in college. It 

says: “Only one life, twill soon be 

past. Only what’s done for Christ 

will last. For me, to live is Christ... 

Phil. 1:21.” Looking at life through 

this lens is a powerful and righ-

teous guide. Matt Chandler, 

author of “The Explicit Gospel,” 

takes a simple study of the book 

of Philippians (the book of joy, 

right?) and turns it into a chal-

lenging piece of literature. He does 

this by taking Paul’s words about 

dying to self seriously. 

Uh-oh. He begins by talking 

about the jailer that had Paul 

imprisoned and tries to unwrap 

how this guy was won over to the 

Gospel. This middle class average 

Joe in charge of the jail got to see 

Paul respond to being locked 

hands and feet in stocks and yet 

sing and rejoice. Yes, we hear 

about the power of joy in this epis-

tle, but this joy is like the middle 

of a sandwich that’s surrounded 

by suffering. 

Ouch. Don’t read this book. 

It’s not a simple, “Isn’t that nice?” 

or “Oooh, I want to print this out 

and paste it on my refrigerator.” 

You might do that with some of 

these quotes, but the thing that’ll 

happen first is your rib cage will 

compress. You will feel the truth 

in these words. True stories will 

have you clench your fist. With 

no one else around, you’ll say to 

yourself, “Yes!”

It’s just good, old-fashioned 

preaching. Chandler is one of us 

and tells a story well and doesn’t 

flinch or hold back zingers and 

calls to action. We are told the 

reason God redeems us is to give 

Himself glory. In essence, our fail-

ure turned to repentance is God 

reminding us, “You’re mine!”

Yeah, this book is all about joy, 

but I’m keeping some Kleenex 

nearby. I’m not sad. I’m just that 

happy. 

BOOKS

‘Chasing God’ teems 
with excitement
and inspiration

Chandler challenges 
readers in this focus 
on dying to self

David C. Cook

Roger Huang
Chasing God: One Man’s 
Miraculous Journey in 
the Heart of the City David C. Cook

Matt Chandler
To Live is Christ To Die 
is Gain
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BY MATT GREINER

COLUMNS

Continued from last 

month:

After reading the 

Tolkien short story, I felt 

like maybe — just maybe 

— Tolkien and I experi-

enced some of the same 

feelings in life. And then 

I thought about Niggle 

some more, and I real-

ized we are all Niggle. 

Every one of us.

In the story, you 

come to find out that 

the house in which 

Niggle painted was 

sold. Only a few people 

admired the canvas 

on the wall with the 

“beautiful leaf.” It 

wasn’t long until Niggle 

was forgotten in the 

world before his death, 

before his journey. His 

hard work and diligent 

efforts to complete 

his painting had gone 

unfinished and proved 

beneficial to only a few 

people. However, in 

“life thereafter,” Niggle 

found his tree. It was 

finished and grander 

than he could have ever 

imagined. He would get 

to enjoy it forever. 

I believe that every 

one of us has a vision 

of a “tree” that we can’t 

shake. Levels deeper 

than anything else in 

our life is perhaps a pic-

ture we set out to paint. 

Some of us only get a 

few leaves outlined and 

colored in, while others 

make their way to the 

branches. In the end, the 

small bits of the big pic-

ture we unveil to people 

on Earth are a vision of 

the true and everlasting 

life after death. 

Drumming is a talent 

God gave me before I 

even knew it was there. 

I aspire to accomplish 

and perfect the type of 

musician I set out to be 

since I first picked up 

those sticks. The real-

ity is this: No matter 

how astronomical my 

accomplishments in 

life, they won’t be an 

empire that’s left stand-

ing long after I’m dead 

and gone.

The perfectionist in 

us creates enormous 

visions of the world we 

uniquely imagine and 

dream about living in, 

and few of us will ever 

come close to meeting 

the perfection we have 

in mind. But isn’t it the 

case that even the best 

intentions, the most 

ambitious efforts, the 

most hopeful attempts 

will all end in nothing? 

Yes, that is correct ... 

unless God truly exists.

If indeed the 

Christian God exists, 

then everything in life 

matters — for all of eter-

nity. Whether you are 

a musician or a lawyer, 

a college student or a 

single mother, you need 

to know that there really 

is a tree. You have your 

part to play in setting out 

to paint the parts of it 

you see in your heart.

Perhaps you know 

the details of a leaf and 

can illustrate water 

drops and needles 

stemming off of it as if 

it’s an inch from your 

face. Or maybe the 

branches that tower 

out like arms are the 

natural focus for you. 

Whatever your per-

spective, you are able 

to introduce God, to 

share the hope we have 

in Him with others 

around you.  

Tim Keller, author 

of “Every Good 

Endeavor,” understands 

the freedom Tolkien 

found in writing his 

short story. Keller dis-

cusses “Leaf by Niggle” 

in the introduction to 

his book about finding 

value in your work. 

He says, “The whole 

tree that you seek — 

the beauty, harmony, 

justice, comfort, joy 

and community — will 

come to fruition. If you 

know all this, you won’t 

be despondent because 

you can get only a leaf 

or two out in this life. 

You will work with sat-

isfaction and joy. You 

will not be puffed up by 

success or devastated 

by setbacks.”

Can we believe 

that about our lives? 

Whether you’re a dish-

washer or an astronaut, 

a garbage man or a doc-

tor, you are responsible 

for completing your 

part of the painting and 

showing the world the 

part of the picture that 

only you can paint. 

Should you awake 

tomorrow to find your 

lungs still filled with air, 

let it serve as a remind-

er: If you see leaves all 

around you, then there 

really is a tree. 

There really is a tree, part II

Matt Greiner is the drummer of August Burns Red. When he’s not touring internationally with his band, he enjoys building his drum company Greiner 
Kilmer and spending time with family. He likes the Philadelphia Union, Tim Keller, and is working on an Agricultural Engineering degree from Penn State.
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On our six-month 

anniversary, I had driv-

en us to see a movie. 

“Ray.” The movie was 

good, and on the way 

home we stopped to 

pick something up 

for dinner. Today was 

a different day than 

every other day of my 

life so far: I needed to 

break up with some-

one. I don’t know how 

to do this. I was not 

assertive and mostly 

felt guilty for what was 

coming. We never left 

the parking lot for the 

grocery store, and I sat 

there with my stereo 

running, my CD player 

spinning Something 

To Write Home About 

through the tape adapt-

er. I couldn’t leave the 

car, yet I couldn’t form 

words past the lump in 

my throat. It took her 

prompting, and mostly 

me confirming her sus-

picions at my capricious 

behavior. Matt Pyror 

offered his wisdom: 

“How can you tell me 

everything will work 

out? A pointless fight, 

when you’re always 

right and everything 

will work out …”

We drove home with 

the sound of the Get Up 

Kids filling the divide 

between us. It was only 

a few feet, her body 

turned toward the win-

dow, but it might well 

have been an ocean.

I think the Get 

Up Kids are entirely 

responsible for me dat-

ing a girl from Kansas 

the following year. The 

Get Up Kids could (or 

maybe should) have run 

their course in my life. 

There are few bands 

with the longevity to be 

completely intertwined 

to two break-ups and 

three failed relation-

ships and still hold 

regular play and a place 

in my heart.

The Get Up Kids 

played their final show 

in Detroit one evening 

in May. My best friend 

Eric and I were there, 

sweating in the pit, 

compressed in a wave 

of perspiring bodies 

and bass attack, arms 

raised. This was our 

morphine. He was 

coming off of a serious 

relationship that ended 

poorly (and in emotion-

less dry-humping). I 

was in love with a girl 

from Kansas and this 

was all I could think 

about (it somehow 

made sense that the 

Get Up Kids were from 

Kansas). They played 

“No Love,” which we 

shouted back with 

all the force in our 

lungs. For Eric it was 

a release, moving on 

from a bad relationship. 

For me, I was leaving 

behind the girl I left 

crying in a Meijer park-

ing lot. A final act of 

closure. Looking and 

moving forward.

We had a lot of plans 

in life, and together. 

In just around a year, 

my Eric-financed film 

would premiere to just 

over 500 people. With 

the profits, we would 

purchase our first piece 

of equipment, a JVC 

HD camera at the cusp 

of the HD-everything 

movement. In around 

two years, I would stand 

alongside Eric on his 

wedding day as best 

man. We would move 

600 miles to the Eastern 

coast of Virginia to pur-

sue our film company 

with zeal and a business 

license. A second film 

would premiere. We 

would cast for a third, 

even garner interest 

from investors.

In around six years, 

Eric would dissolve the 

company after shun-

ning me from his house 

for six months at his 

wife’s promptings. We 

wouldn’t speak again.

That summer I 

made the pilgrimage 

to Kansas City to visit 

my girlfriend. This was 

transcendent; I felt like 

I was walking on sacred 

ground (and not only 

because I thought so 

highly of girl). I got to 

see and drive the roads 

and landmarks the Get 

Up Kids would make 

passing reference to in 

their songs. When we 

were first separated the 

summer after we started 

dating, I had never felt 

longing like that before. 

The Get Up Kids’ On A 

Wire was my solace and 

my temple. Here were 

Kansas boys singing 

Say goodnight, mean goodbye

BY MATT FRANCIS

Matt Francis is a filmmaker/media designer out of Virginia Beach and the drummer for Feral Conservatives, an indie rock band.
You can check out his website at mfrancisfilm.com.
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emotive songs about 

distance and heartache 

with titles like “Wish 

You Were Here” and 

lyrics “I built an altar 

for you out of Polaroids 

and pins.” This got me 

through.

The relationship 

didn’t last. The Get 

Up Kids broke up in 

2005. We made it a year 

beyond that.

The Get Up Kids 

reunited in 2008. It 

started with a couple of 

one-offs. Then an EP 

was announced. Next a 

full US tour. Eric and I 

got tickets for the Norva 

show on November 4, 

2009. Last time seeing 

them on their farewell 

tour, we had to drive 

around two hours. For 

their comeback tour, 

they played a couple of 

blocks from Eric’s house.

The next morning, 

we were driving to 

Michigan for a wed-

ding, leaving early. 

For some reason, Eric 

made it clear that I 

had to drive myself the 

20 miles home, sleep 

for seven hours, and 

then drive back to his 

house for departure. 

No sleepover. His mom 

used to insinuate we 

were gay for sleeping in 

the same bed (he had a 

king) while he lived at 

home with his parents. 

No question now.

His wife picked us 

up from the concert and 

not even a couch was 

my consolation (to pre-

serve the boundaries 

of their marriage that 

seemed built on strictly 

enforced boundaries). 

The night started with 

a happy hour that was 

not happy and felt 

longer than an hour. 

The whole night had 

that pre-buzz aura 

where you drink hardly 

enough, retain all your 

inhibitions, lack the 

looseness of the blow to 

your cerebellum and yet 

are stuck with the tired, 

depressed side effects 

that rest between sobri-

ety and abandon.

The Get Up Kids 

released their latest 

album and first full-

length since reuniting, 

There Are Rules, on 

January 25, 2011. Big 

guitars with the emo-

tive vocals we’ve come 

to know and love, but 

with a lot more sub-

dued moments relying 

on keys and samples. 

The rhythm section 

was complex and 

creative, beyond even 

what I had come to 

expect from the band. 

To say the rest of the 

album was huge made 

the final track mas-

sive; a brilliant fusion 

of all the elements that 

made their newest 

release a true culmi-

nation of their career. 

“Rememorable”:

“Fade away / Before 

this all goes to waste / I 

fear that these words may 

prove fatal / I’m gonna 

lay all my cards on the 

table / Just look how far 

we’ve come / And you’ll 

send us ten steps off / 

You’ve got it all / You’ve 

got it all so wrong ...”

I had no one to share 

these thoughts with. 

My musical discus-

sions had waned for 

the most part, relegat-

ed to lurking Internet 

message boards. Who 

else was excited about 

the new release and 

could genuinely stack 

it against their pre-

vious discography? 

Wait, why was I losing 

friends?

The record was 

three days fresh. It 

had just been released, 

and I was still in the 

discovery stage where 

each listen brought a 

new layer to light. I 

was driving towards a 

Lynnhaven Starbucks. 

Neutral ground. It was 

a short drive, 15 min-

utes at most. I had to 

get this out of the way 

because I was moving 

that afternoon. The sky 

had been threatening 

gloominess; it finally 

sprung forth a cold, 

light rain. I was going 

to sign the paperwork; 

the divorce would be 

final. I had a 50-foot 

Mogami cable next to 

me in the passenger 

seat – this was what 

Eric wanted. This is 

why he changed our 

agreement, post-sepa-

ration. He kept insist-

ing I was getting more 

of the equipment, and 

this was true; we were 

dividing the monetary 

assets 50/50.

It was short, punc-

tuated by indecisive 

rain drops. We signed 

the paperwork. We 

exchanged leftover 

assets. We stood in the 

parking lot. Normal 

people would say “bye” 

to each other. This is 

what normally hap-

pens when two people 

are separating for any 

length of time, most 

certainly an indefi-

nite period of time. 

No words or gestures 

exchanged. Hands 

pulled door handles. 

Keys in ignition.

“You’ve got it all so 

wrong / Why don’t you go 

away / Why don’t you go 

away / Why don’t you go 

away /Why don’t you go 

away / Why don’t you go 

away / Why don’t you go 

away ...”

COLUMNS
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SCOTT STAPP SAYS

THE SCAPEGOAT
BY ANDREW SCHWAB

PHOTO BY JEREMY COWART
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SCOTT STAPP SAYS

Scott Stapp has experienced some of 

the highest highs and lowest lows any 

human being can experience. Even if 

you are not a fan of his band Creed or 

his solo music, you have to admit that 

selling 50 million albums and winning 

a Grammy are accomplishments most 

human beings only dream of. Stapp 

is living proof, however, that such 

dreams can quickly become absolute 

nightmares, especially if your heart is 

in the wrong place.

As his former band ascended to the 

heights of pop culture, Stapp descended 

into a world of drug addiction and alco-

holism that nearly led to his death. This 

plunge from grace reached its brutal 

climax when, in 2006, he threw himself 

out of a 10th story hotel window during a 

multi-day binge. He was found, dripping 

blood and lying on a balcony, by rapper 

T.I., who, as it turns out, was a direct 

messenger from above. After a lengthy 

recovery, Stapp found healing, renewal, 

sobriety and true faith. I recently caught 

up with Stapp to discuss his new solo 

album, Proof of Life, his uncensored 

autobiography, Sinners’ Creed, and 

most importantly, the lessons he learned 

from his mistakes.

Your new album, Proof of 
Life, for those who aren’t famil-
iar, basically tells the candid 
story of your very public and 
pronounced highs and lows 
throughout your journey with 
Creed and beyond. At what 
point did you feel like you want-
ed to tell your story through a 
solo album?

Well, I think it happened organ-

ically. When I was telling my 

story through my autobiography, 

Sinners’ Creed (which came out last 

October), I think that’s when the 

beginning of the music was tak-

ing place. I didn’t really set out to 

tell my story, per se; I have always 

just written music from the heart, 

speaking honestly about my life. 

The thing that makes this album 

unique is that I have turned the 

corner as a human being. And I 

think that is really reflected in this 

record.

Is this album a compan-
ion piece to the book? How do 
the two stand apart from one 
another? Are there any stories, 

insights, or sentiments shared 
on the album that cannot be 
found in the book?

One couldn’t have happened 

without the other. Without the 

book – and the processing I did 

regarding the last chapter of my 

life – I wouldn’t have been able 

to put out the music and give the 

music a voice. The album is essen-

tially a continuation of the book. 

It’s kind of like the last chapter, or 

a summary.

However, there are some things 

I address on the album I didn’t 

mention in the book. For example, 

the song “Who I Am” looks at my 

own ego and the hold that it had on 

me. I think with that song I gave 

my ego I a voice. That was one of 

the first songs I have ever written 

where I have approached the lyrics 

as a character.

And that writing style contin-

ued with the song “Only One.” On 

that song, I wrote a song from the 

perspective of the still small voice 

inside of me that was carrying me 

through the low points. I did paint 

a picture of that voice in the book, 

but I really gave it a specific face in 

the song. One other thing: the book 

is open-ended, and I feel like this 

album is the unwritten chapters. 

Are there any moments on 
this record when you step back 
and listen, where you feel like 
you have made a breakthrough 
as a musician that you were 
never able to before?

I am always hypercritical. There 

have been moments on every 

record, or even entire songs I wish 

I had done differently. This is the 

first record I have ever done, after 

having some time and space, and 

listening with an ultra-critical ear, 

where I can say there is nothing I 

would change. I think that speaks 

to how hard I worked on this 

project and how much I put into 

it, to the point where there were 

moments throughout the process 

that I got overwhelmed and didn’t 

know if I was going to finish it. It 

took a lot out of me emotionally, 

mentally and physically.  I wouldn’t 

Outside of this industry in general, 99 
percent of people think about the music 
when they think of my name. So I have to 
make sure I don’t allow the 1 percent to paint 
the picture of what my legacy really is.

— SCOTT STAPP

‘STAPP’ CONTINUED
ON PAGE 66
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It was hard work,
but someone had to do it.

HM visited three of the biggest tours
of the season so you didn’t have to.

WORDS BY DAVID STAGG
PHOTOS BY:
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PARAMORE / DAVID STAGG
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For being a Texan, I certain-

ly haven’t been doing my part in 

attending the world-class Austin 

City Limits music festival. In fact, 

this was my first time; I’m a little 

ashamed to admit it.

It does make me the perfect can-

didate for an objective perspective, 

though, and having been to a number 

of festivals, ACL was, hands-down, 

the most effectively and efficiently 

run festival I’ve ever been to.

For the first year ever, ACL was 

to span two weekends, the exact 

same artists and set times played 

one week after the first. We attend-

ed the first weekend, and through-

out the first day, you could feel the 

excitement hang thick in the humid 

Texas heat.

Held in 

Zilker Park 

in Austin, 

Texas, it was 

literally the 

most crowded place I’ve ever physi-

cally been in. If you’ve ever seen a clip 

of a band playing to a sea of people, 

you know what Zilker Park looks like 

during this festival. The problem is, 

while it looks awesome, it’s a pain to 

navigate. A lot of seasoned ACL vets 

knew this, posting up their chairs and 

claiming their spots for the weekend as 

soon as they got in.

Me? I’d rather soak in as many 

acts as I could. Kendrick Lamar’s 

set was surreal; he performed at 

sunset, that glory hour when the 

day turns to night and the evening 

becomes a blank page to draw on. 

Haim’s set made me a fan of the 

band, the trio of sisters equal parts 

professionals and equal parts kids 

enjoying their 20s as rock stars. 

Grimes put on an adorable, albeit 

bizarre, set, while Fidlar was a lit-

tle more my speed.

Well run with an eclectic menu? 

Sign me up again.

AUSTIN CITY LIMITS
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Above: Este Haim, one of the three 
sisters that make up the band Haim, 

performs at Austin City Limits.
Right: Kendrick Lamar’s set was one of 
the most well-attended of any, despite 

being on a side stage.

Next page, clockwise from top left:
The Haim sisters, Danielle, Alana and 

Este, introducing themselves
for the camera; Passion Pit

vocalist Michael Angelakos;
Grimes performing in

her own quirky way;
Robert Earl Thomas
and Molly Hamilton

from Widowspeak.
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2x4 performs at South By So What. 
Opposite: GWAR headlined

the first evening.
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I love the concept behind South 

By So What: a place for metalheads 

to scratch their festival itch, while 

at the same time poking fun at its 

uber-famous cousin and still pay 

it respects.

Now that the festival has got-

ten bigger, for the second straight 

year it was held in a minor league 

baseball park — and it was the per-

fect venue. Two main stages stood 

back-to-back, Main Stage One fac-

ing home plate, Main Stage Two 

pointing towards center field. A 

third side stage was housed in the 

nook between them, facing the first 

base line in shallow right field.

Oddly enough, the arrangement 

worked. When you’re watching a 

band on the side stage, your stage 

volume more than drowns out the 

main stages at your left and right.

The whole production was 

immaculately run. The stadium 

is fairly new, so the “field” was 

actually perfectly trimmed turf, 

there was hardly any wear or tear 

inside the stadium and the ameni-

ties were basically fresh. With the 

venue looking as great as it did, and 

the festival’s contractors (includ-

ing sound men) also maintaining a 

clean workspace, it would probably 

be technically considered “not very 

metal at all.” (But considered by me 

to be “awesome.”)

The major problem? The weather. 

On the second day — the day I like to 

call the “popular day,” as it was full 

of bands a little more palatable — hail 

and lightning paid a visit to the park. 

It had been looming for most of the 

late afternoon, and soon thereafter, 

the heavens opened up.

The first day of the two day fes-

tival could have used some more 

attendees, but I blame the tim-

ing. The festival was on a Friday-

Saturday schedule, not a Saturday-

Sunday one, so I’m sure a lot of 

people couldn’t make it out until 

later in the day, amounting to just 

seeing the headliners.

Their loss. The vendors were 

all well-spirited and it made shop-

ping the merch booths fun, and 

the whole slate of bands was good, 

top to bottom; even the early bands 

could do headlining gigs around 

the country. As a fan of live music, 

the whole experience was top 

notch. A high recommendation, 

especially in the “bang for your 

buck” category.

SOUTH BY SO WHAT

29



For Today vocalist Mattie Montgomery





Hayley Williams is the real deal. She is an entertain-

er to the core. She dances like no one’s watching. (She 

has a segment dedicated to just that during their hour-

long performances.) She has an amazing voice. She’s 

good with the crowd. She wrote every song on their 

smash album with the band’s guitarist, Taylor York. As 

goes Williams, so goes Paramore.

No one should be worried. The band is at the top of their 

game, both musically and from an entertainment perspec-

tive, and their performance on this evening’s warm-yet-

crisp Houston evening did nothing but solidify that.

The band kicked off the show with a couple jams 

from the new album, and by the end of the third song, 

Williams was shedding her leather jacket (adorned 

“Grow Up!”) to get down.

And get down she did. She is a pinball on stage, buzz-

ing around and making use of every inch. She dances in 

a headbanger kind of way, half-clumsy, half-sexy, and 

her tight latex pants sure didn’t bother anyone.

At the core of it all, though, is that they’re working 

with good material. The flow of the concert worked so 

well because it emulated the flow of their latest record, 

distinctly broken up with minute-long sonnets over a 

ukulele. On either side, the interludes are flanked by hit 

after hit after hit, all written by Williams, mostly with 

just the help of York.

The band knows their market well (they’ve been 

hyper-aware of their image since a 14-year-old Williams 

was signed to a label in 2003), and they made sure the 

concert would be memorable, inviting the crowd to 

dance with her, using a local choir to help sing the cho-

ral parts on “Ain’t it Fun,” pulling a fan on stage to help 

sing a song. It’s hard to make a person feel individually 

touched after a lifetime on stage, but Williams has fig-

ured it all out. And as long as she’s around, Paramore 

will be just fine.

PARAMORE
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But that’s exactly what about 40 people did to attend FrenzyCon this 

August in Denver. These were the “Superfans,” as Reese calls them, who 

pledged enough money on Kickstarter to be invited to an album listening party 

more than two months before the official release date of the recently reunited 

band’s new album, Engine of a Million Plots.

After a successful run from 1995 to 2003, the ska-punk octet decided it was 

time to hang up their horns, much to the dismay of fans everywhere. Known 

for goofy antics, spiritual insight and catchy songs, Five Iron Frenzy had 

developed an intense core following, and these fans continued to support the 

band even after the breakup. The chat room on the band’s website continued 

to be a thriving community, and some folks couldn’t help asking whether the 

band would at least get together to play Cornerstone again each year.

“We had said that we would wait 10 years, so that kind of held it at bay,” 

Roper said.

But when those 10 years were up, the Internet couldn’t contain the excite-

ment. Speculations sprung up around some comments made in interviews 

with old members of Five Iron, and a mysterious countdown appeared on the 

band’s old website.

With no actual plans for a reunion, Roper says the band tried to put out the 

fires and keep people from getting their hopes up for nothing. The countdown, 

as it would turn out, was only meant for a reboot of the website.

But they also remained close friends and saw each other regularly, and with 

time the question always came up, “Well, what would happen if we did?”

Scott Kerr, the band’s original guitarist, started writing some songs, and 

after recording a couple in New York, the rest of the Five Iron crew decided 

it was good enough that they wanted to turn it into a full-length album. One 

of those songs, “It Was a Dark and Stormy Night,” was released when the 

countdown on the website expired, giving fans the surprise they had hoped 

for all along.

“(It was) just a good excuse to make music with our friends and to hang out 

is what drove most people to do it,” Roper said.

Kerr left the band quietly in 1999, starting a new band by the name of Yellow 

Second. In the self-produced 2010 documentary “The Rise and Fall of Five 

Iron Frenzy,” fans finally got the full story.

“I lost my faith,” he explains, saying he felt it would be inappropriate to 

stay in the ministry-based band even if he was still best friends with the other 

members. Kerr was nervous about returning to Five Iron for this reason, but 

so far, he’s only had one conversation that was the kind he feared he would be 

having constantly.

“The vast majority of interactions I’ve had with people about this subject 

have been very positive,” he said. That might not have been the case if Kerr had 

been more open when he first left the band 14 years ago. The warm reception 

seems to reflect some bigger changes in the Christian music scene and in the 

American church in general.

“I also have a lot of friends that are in the same spot,” Roper added, “where 

they have either stopped believing in Christianity or they are just full of doubt.”

These relationships helped lead Roper into less familiar territory, lyrically. 

Songs like “Zen and the Art of Xenophobia” still feature biting social commen-

tary, but most of the tracks feel more personal and open-ended than what he 

was writing in the past. “I wanted to write … an album for those guys that says, 

‘Hey, I don’t know everything. I still have questions.’”

Roper says part of that change also came simply from the wisdom of age 

and growing through life experiences. “I cannot throw out edicts like I did 

as a younger lyricist,” he said, “where I would just say, ‘Hey this is this, and 

this is how to do it, and you know, here’s what God is, and this is what he’s 

about.’ To me, with life, there are a lot more questions. I think that if you 

have (all the) answers, for most of them, you’re usually wrong. And I don’t 

think there’s anything wrong with (asking questions). I think if God is real-

ly who He says He is, then He’s not afraid of our questions, and hopefully 

He has the answers.”

REESE ROPER STILL CAN’T BELIEVE PEOPLE
THINK IT’S WORTH TRAVELING ACROSS 
THE COUNTRY TO HANG OUT WITH HIS 
BAND, FIVE IRON FRENZY. “THAT KIND 
OF THING JUST MAKES ME FEEL SUPER 
AWKWARD,” THE SINGER EXPLAINED.
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Kerr says the other thing that made him somewhat reluctant about 

playing in Five Iron again was the friction that occurred during the song-

writing process.

“Roper and I tended to butt heads quite a bit, and there were years where 

our friendship definitely suffered as a result,” he said. “I was nervous about 

getting into another situation where I thought our friendship might be at 

stake because of creative differences.”

The first time around, Kerr typically wrote all the music and Roper 

came up with a vocal melody and lyrics after hearing the nearly completed 

instrumental. But after leading his own band Yellow Second, Kerr says he 

learned a new approach to songwriting that helped bring together a more 

powerful and cohesive record. “Since then, I had become more of the opin-

ion that the music should become more of the slave to the melody,” he said.

This time, when Kerr was writing songs for Engine of a Million Plots, he 

developed a vocal melody with the music and sang placeholder lyrics so 

Roper had a better idea of what to do. That also meant more restriction, and 

Roper sometimes would tweak the melody if he thought it was necessary to 

improve the song. “But, of course, that’s where the contention arises,” Kerr 

added with a laugh.

“Scott and I had a lot of frustrating times and talks,” Roper admits, “but I 

think what is impressive, especially to me, about Scott is that he always put 

our friendship first and we still made a good album. Or at least one we like.”

To promote the new release, Five Iron Frenzy has already made two 

out of four planned music videos. That’s a lot of videos for an independent 

record with only 12 tracks, but Roper says it makes sense.

“What I see is, people that I work with, when they find out I was in a 

band, the first thing they do to hear it is they put our name into YouTube, 

and then some awful video from 1996 comes up (laughs),” he said. “And 

then they comment on how old I look right now.”

So instead of subjecting possible fans to the throngs of horrible live 

recordings that fill YouTube, several members of the band wanted to give 

the public a more professional option. “They’re really pro-looking videos,” 

Roper said. The band tapped two directors, asking each to shoot one live 

video and one concept video. At our writing deadline, Five Iron already 

recorded videos for “In Your Veins” and “Battle Dancing Unicorns with 

Glitter,” with plans to make two more for “So Far” and “Zen and the Art 

of Xenophobia.”

All of this is being done while the members of the band continue work-

ing full-time jobs and raising families, and at this point, their homes are 

now spread from coast to coast across the country. To keep things connect-

ed, they wrote songs together by passing files back and forth online, and 

they fly out to play shows on the weekends.

For the skeptics wondering just how long this reunion is going to last 

under the weird conditions, Roper says that he and Kerr are already 

fine-tuning that writing process as they begin to talk about song ideas for 

the next record.

But for now, the process seems to be working as the result of the combina-

tion of this new songwriting method plus 10 years in a changing culture has 

taken this first record after the reunion further away from their ska begin-

nings than ever. The reggae roots of ska are only perceptible on “Someone 

Else’s Problem,” a heavy-hitting song with thick bass, bold horns and even 

some organ work lingering over the syncopated guitar riffs. The rest of the 

record is more like the rock-with-horns found on The End Is Near, the last 

studio album Five Iron Frenzy made before the breakup in 2003.

In other words, it’s not a throwback album from a bunch of old guys who 

used to be popular when you were in high school.

It’s not like all the ’80s rock bands that recently felt the need to get back 

together to make another terrible record. No, Engine of a Million Plots is a 

very solid effort from a band getting a fresh, new start in 2013. “Easily, this 

is our best record,” Kerr said, and Roper agreed.

REESE ROPER STILL CAN’T BELIEVE PEOPLE
THINK IT’S WORTH TRAVELING ACROSS 
THE COUNTRY TO HANG OUT WITH HIS 
BAND, FIVE IRON FRENZY. “THAT KIND 
OF THING JUST MAKES ME FEEL SUPER 
AWKWARD,” THE SINGER EXPLAINED.
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BY JUSTIN MABEE
PHOTOS BY JULIE WORSHAM



A working man and now newly a 

family man, he had just left work 

and was on his way home to help 

his wife take care of their newborn 

son. The man who screams his lungs 

out amidst deathcore riffs and severe 

headbanging held his precious child 

in one hand and the phone in the 

other, eager to talk about the group’s 

latest record, Death Will Reign.

It’s been a grind for the band – 

basically since 2007 – of constant 

touring and recording, and only until 

recently did Reeves and the rest of the 

group get a bit of time off. They were 

fortunate enough to take time off for 

Reeves’ wife to have their child, and 

he’s gone back to what he calls “reg-

ular work.”

 Reeves talked about how he has 

been getting back into the swing of 

things with Impending Doom, bring-

ing it back to when the band first 

started. “(Founding guitarist) Manny 

Contreras had been out of the band 

for a while,” Reeves said, “and he’s 

the one I started Impending Doom 

with back in high school. He’s back 

in and we actually wrote this record 

with him.”

The band’s sound has changed 

over the course of the five albums 

they’ve now released, and Reeves is 

aware and thankful for some of the 

changes they’ve experienced. “With 

the death metal I grew up listening 

to, it had this sludge feel with a solid 

groove all the way through it,” he 

said. “That’s where I got a lot of my 

inspiration. Nowadays, bands like 

that are a dime a dozen, and you’ve 

really got to look for the best ones out 

there. I hope we stand out more in a 

Godly way more than any other way. 

We started out focused on the grind-

ing, really heavy death metal, partic-

ularly on our first record, but we’ve 

always loved this ambient, dark aura 

for our music. So we tried to go more 

that route and I think it works. We’ve 

all been on board for a darker, heavy 

presence, rather than the route we 

started out with.”

Death Will Reign builds on the 

changes the group has made through-

out its past few albums, and even 

listening to the band’s debut, Nailed. 

Dead. Risen., from back in 2007, 

you can hear some of the influences 

Reeves referenced, like on the track 

“My Own Maker.” It features lots of 

speed metal and heavy breakdowns, 

characteristics heard throughout the 

band’s discography, but not in such a 

clean and focused way. “I like bands 

like Nine Inch Nails and Radiohead, 

along with Slipknot or Korn,” Reeves 

said, “and those have always influ-

enced me in my writing – and even 

our band’s sound, keeping that dark-

er, theatrical feel around us. That’s 

what we try to do each time. When 

we write records, I write from wher-

ever I am with my walk with Jesus 

at that time. I don’t try to make it Mr. 

Macho or anything. We’re not trying 

to be something we’re not. It comes 

out very dark, but also very hopeful.”

Reeves also discussed the addition 

of a friend, Greg Wilburn (vocalist 

for The Devastated), to record the 

high screams for the titular track. 

He spoke on the fact that Wilburn 

added a diversity to the song they 

really wanted, and was able to make 

the track stand out as a pinnacle on 

the album. 

The album is heavily influenced 

and built on the struggles of this life, 

Reeves said. Through having a baby 

and a family at home and working 

constantly, he wanted to express what 

he was feeling through this record. 

“My heart goes out to the people who 

are grinding, and to the people that 

are tired, beaten down, they don’t 

have anything, they’re spiritually 

broken. I’m right there with them. 

I’m not the richest guy in the world; 

money is tight. When we’re on the 

road, I see a lot of kids and my heart 

goes out to them, but now when I’m 

home, I see the struggles at home, 

with families without God, with-

out that hope, without Jesus. And 

He’s blessed me. We’ve always been 

blessed. We’re on our fifth record. 

He always comes through for me, in 

the craziest ways, in ways I could 

never even imagine. We need Jesus, 
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more than ever, in all of our struggles. 

Coming from a musician (and now) 

also as a family man, we need Jesus. 

That’s the concept of this record.”

Reeves feels heavily in his heart 

for the struggles that people go 

through, and so much of Death Will 

Reign discusses those very struggles. 

But just because he’s the one on the 

stage, it doesn’t mean he doesn’t have 

issues. “People sometimes think that 

because I’m in a Christian band and I 

tour and I talk about Jesus on stage all 

the time that I don’t have problems,” 

he said. “I do. I do fall. I try my best 

to walk a really faithful life, in God’s 

grace. The record really hits on that 

topic a lot.”

It’s evident in the lyrical content 

of the title track where Reeves was 

mentally during the recording of the 

album. “There’s a lyric in the track 

where it starts ‘My life is a constant 

war / my life is a constant fight,’ and 

every time I turn around, I can choose 

to follow the temptations. Even I get a 

lot of little jabs at me about being a 

Christian, and the song came from 

a place where death will reign upon 

all that sin, all those things that bring 

you down. I like when people try 

to figure out what we mean by the 

songs, and a title like Death Will Reign 

can feel different for everyone. It’s a 

focus on the things that aren’t Christ-

like, and death will reign on it.” The 

essence, Reeves agrees, is “without 

Christ, death will reign.”

The recording process for Death 

Will Reign was different for the band, 

as producer Will Putney (Stray From 

The Path, For Today, Miss May I) 

recorded the whole band (except 

for Reeves) up in New Jersey, and 

then flew down to Texas to meet and 

record with Reeves at home. “Will 

was super cool about everything, and 

... he just makes this record sound so 

huge. We’ve known him for a while, 

and he’s been putting out nothing but 

great stuff. They’re just all gold, and 

he’s got a great work ethic. He was 

very interested, so much so that he 

asked for our pre-production tracks 

– no one else we’ve worked with has 

done that. I don’t know anyone that 

would fly down here, and wait for me 

to get off work late and record with 

me until 3 a.m. It was just awesome.”

In fact, during the recording and 

writing process, Putney gave Reeves 

pointers all across the board, and 

according to the vocalist, it was a give-

and-take process. “It was amazing to 

have someone who worked just with 

‘DOOM’ CONTINUED ON
PAGE 68
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“I REALLY JUST WANT 
PEOPLE WHO HEAR 

OUR MUSIC TO KNOW 
THEY HAVE A PURPOSE. 

TO KNOW THAT JESUS 
LOVES THEM, MORE 

THAN THEY LOVE 
THEMSELVES.”

— BROOK REEVES



“MY HEART GOES 
OUT TO THE
PEOPLE WHO 
ARE GRINDING, 
AND TO THE
PEOPLE THAT 
ARE TIRED, 
BEATEN DOWN, 
THEY DON’T 
HAVE ANYTHING, 
THEY’RE
SPIRITUALLY 
BROKEN. I’M 
RIGHT THERE 
WITH THEM. ”

— BROOK REEVES
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BY ROB HOUSTON
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There are only a handful of 

Christian metal bands that have last-

ed as long as Living Sacrifice. Though 

they did break up 10 years ago, they 

reformed and have been active for the 

last six years, and the band is still able 

to write records that you’ll hear again 

when people pull out their “Best Of” 

lists. Their latest, Ghost Thief, is a dark 

record intended to honor the death 

of family and friends, and founding 

member Bruce Fitzhugh sat down 

with HM to talk about the evolution 

of Living Sacrifice and the process 

of recording an album over the last 

23 years.

Ghost Thief is the band’s eighth stu-

dio album, and their fifth release on 

Solid State records. Lyrically, it’s a 

very personal record for the band. 

Early on in the press, Fitzhugh 

described Ghost Thief as “a refer-

ence to the personification of Death. 

Depending on the circumstance, 

death can be greeted as an enemy or 

a friend. We have a few songs that 

deal with the suddenness and finality 

of death. ‘Ghost Thief’ and ‘Sudden’ 

are both inspired by people who 

died suddenly and unexpectedly — 

friends of ours or family members 

that we were close to.”

As a fan and journalist, I wanted to 

know the back-stories of these songs. 

“Lance’s father passed away a few 

years ago (after) his battle with can-

cer,” Fitzhugh expounds, “and last 

year, Rocky lost his father as well. We 

are dedicating this record to them. 

They were great men who supported 

their sons in every way they could 

while they were able to fulfill their 

dream of being in a touring band. 

Death can be an amazing thing for 

someone to greet when his or her 

time comes. Though we have lost a 

few friends who have died in their 

30s, both (fathers) died unexpectedly 

in their sleep, leaving behind a family 

and friends. I wanted to talk about 

how, in one person’s life, they can 

greet death as a friend.”

Being a band that has been record-

ing metal as long as Living Sacrifice 

has, you get to be a part of the evolu-

tion of the recording process. They 

have had the privilege of recording 

reel-to-reel on two-inch, all the way 

to using ProTools and the other ame-

nities recording in digital provides. 

“We recorded our first two records 

(Living Sacrifice and Non-Existent) on 

two-inch tape. Then our third record 

(Inhabit) was recorded on Alesis dig-

ital tape. Reborn was a mix of the 

two. Drums were recorded analog, 

then the rest was recorded, mixed 

and mastered on ADAT. Then, start-

ing with The Hammering Process, we 

started using Pro Tools.” And as the 

band ages, the digital process has 

helped shaved some precious min-

utes off the recording process. “With 

jobs and families, we can’t take two 

or three weeks to record a record like 

we did when we were 18,” Fitzhugh 

explained.

Living Sacrifice had Jeremiah 

Scott behind the board again, but 

Ghost Thief was recorded in multi-

ple places, the same way the “Death 

Machine” single and The Infinite 

Order were recorded: “in three stu-

dios and a house. We recorded drums 

at a studio, in Little Rock,” Fitzhugh 

explained. “Then, we recorded gui-

tars at my mom’s house, where we 

write and rehearse as well for tour, 

which is in Little Rock as well. Then 

vocals and any other guitars we need-

ed were recorded here in Nashville.”

In this generation, having a guest 

vocalist on a record is very common, 

but for Living Sacrifice, Ghost Thief 

marks only the second record on 

which Living Sacrifice has ever had 

guest vocals; this time around, Living 

Sacrifice was able to snag Ryan Clark 

from Demon Hunter and Dave Peters 

from Throwdown. It eventually 

occurred to the band, and they ques-

tioned why they had not had guest 

vocals since The Infinite Order. “In the 

early days, we never thought about 

having our friends do guest vocals,” 

Fitzhugh said. “We just did not 

understand the depth of the friend-

ships we had back then. Now, we 

understand that we have these great 

friendships with these very talented 

people. I knew I wanted Ryan to sing 

“DEATH CAN BE AN AMAZING THING FOR SOMEONE 
TO GREET WHEN HIS OR HER TIME COMES.”

BRUCE FITZHUGH:
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on this record, even before we start-

ed writing. I love his vocals and the 

range that he has.” And Peters was 

a more obvious choice, as LS drum-

mer Lance Garvin was jamming with 

Throwdown. “A few years ago, Lance 

started playing for Throwdown, so 

Dave had become a good friend of 

ours,” Fitzhugh added.  

Earlier this year, Living Sacrifice’s 

original vocalist Darren Johnson per-

formed a few songs with his old band. 

Seeing he had performed with the 

band, I asked Fitzhugh why he wasn’t 

considered for a guest spot on the 

record. “I did think about having him 

on the record,” Fitzhugh admitted, 

“though it was too late in game when 

the idea came to me.”

There are so many bands that 

change their style to gain fans, but 

Living Sacrifice has already found 

theirs. But after losing their singer 

after three records, looking back on 

the member change, Fitzhugh talked 

about taking over as lead vocalist. “DJ 

was a death metal singer. I did not 

have the range he did. I was not going 

to even try,” Fitzhugh said. With 

Fitzhugh taking over, the style of the 

band changed; they started to write 

metal that fit his voice. It changed 

everything, and the band was reborn.

Since then, they’ve had a number 

of records, but as with every band, it’s 

a struggle to avoid rewriting their last 

record. It’s a fight that proves tough 

for each Living Sacrifice record, since 

they have eight albums worth of 

songs in their catalog. It is hard to not 

reuse parts from old songs. “We have 

caught ourselves rewriting the same 

song,” Fitzhugh said. “Sometimes we 

throw it out, and sometimes we keep 

it. Depends on how the song is exe-

cuted. If the guitar riff is played dif-

ferent, and the drums have a different 

rhythm or beat to it, then we end up 

keeping it.” 

When you have to write lyrics for 

six records it can be overwhelming 

as well. “It can be a challenge not 

to touch on the (same) themes over 

and over,” Fitzhugh explained. “Our 

lyrics have changed over the years. 

… How can I say this in a way that I 

have not said before? Being poetic and 

not losing the content or alliteration 

of the song. Different themes present 

themselves at a different part of your 

life. That is what I draw from. I am 

not writing from the same place I did 

when I was 24.”

“Screwtape” is the first track off 

the album, named for C.S. Lewis’s 

epistolary novel “The Screwtape 

Letters,” and it proves to be a fitting 

song to open the album. “We chose 

‘Screwtape’ because it had this long 

intro that turned into a really strong 

song,” Fitzhugh explained. With the 

idea of the lyrics being taken from the 

concept of the book, it fit perfect with 

the theme of the record. “The book is 

a great literary tool. I just wanted to 

have lyrics based on the idea of what 

happens behind the scenes.”

As with most metal bands these 

days, the music is not the band’s pri-

mary means in life. Living Sacrifice, 

though not trying to make a name for 

themselves, still have families and 

businesses to take care of. “Living 

Sacrifice by no means pays the bills,” 

Fitzhugh said, though in this econo-

my, I don’t see how metal pays bills. 

Living Sacrifice is in a position where 

the friends can still be in a band with-

out having to be on the road nine 

months out of the year. “We are not 

18. We have families, houses and 

kids of our own to think about now,” 

Fitzhugh admitted.

One of those songs that come with 

age is “American Made.” It delves 

into the concept of the Christian 

faith and nationalism, and Fitzhugh 

explained why it was important to 

write the song, as it challenged him 

as well. “The idea behind the song 

is Christians taking the American 

dream and interweaving it with 

Christianity, which doesn’t work,” 

Fitzhugh said. “Some Americans 

hold their love of country as much as 

their love of God, along with holding 

‘being American,’ and (holding) the 

American dream over the call of God 

in their life, of being a disciple to the 

world.” Fitzhugh admits the writing 

of this song comes from his person-

al convictions. “I am guilty of some 

aspects of that, seeing I own my own 

company,” he said. “Being a business-

man, I do try to find ways to make my 

company more profitable, focusing on 

how to make it better – though I don’t 

want to glorify a lifestyle that God 

cares nothing about.”

“DEATH CAN BE AN AMAZING THING FOR SOMEONE 
TO GREET WHEN HIS OR HER TIME COMES.”

BRUCE FITZHUGH:
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SLEEP NOW
OR FOREVER

HOLD YOUR PEACE

B Y  S E A N  H U N C H E R I C K



You play in a band called Sleep 
Now, so could you tell me a little 
bit about them?

Yeah, we started in 2008 and we 

have had 17 member changes since.

Oh, wow.
I’m the only original band member 

that was in it back then. We were 

originally called “Sleep Now, Sivylla,” 

but after all the member changes and 

style changes, we decided to cut off the 

last word because nobody knew how 

to spell it or say it, anyway. Now we’re 

just called “Sleep Now,” and we play 

melodic metalcore. We’re about to put 

out a new record here in November. 

Hopefully everyone digs it.

So you said that you guys have 
tried a couple different genres 
over the past five years. What are 
some of the different styles you 
guys have explored?

When we first began, we played 

alternative rock – we were 16 at the 

time. That’s what we listened to. We 

grew up listening to (bands) like 

AFI and hardcore punk music, so 

we wanted to play something a little 

more raw. But as time progressed, 

metalcore was cool back then and 

that’s what we started playing around 

2009, 2010. And lately, after all the 

member changes, we began to devel-

op a more raw sound that has a little 

bit of a hardcore influence, but also 

speaks to our metalcore roots. We 

kind of mix it together and make our 

own little sound out of that.

Who were some of the main 
metalcore and hardcore bands 
that influenced you?

On this new record, we have Chad 

with Hundredth on it. They’ve defi-

nitely been a huge influence on me. 

I saw them at Cornerstone up in 

Bushnell, IL in ’09. That was pretty 

musically changing for me because … 

I hadn’t heard anything like melod-

ic hardcore or like them my whole 

life. … Bands like Counterparts and 

Comeback Kid, they influenced us. 

Take it Back! … (With) metalcore, of 

course, you’ve got Gideon or a couple 

of our local bands around here (in 

Dallas) like Kublai Khan, Mouth of 

the South, 2X4, old-school Parables. 

I grew up listening to the Deftones, 

and that’s probably going to come out 

in this new record we’re putting out. 

I missed that, who’d you grow 
up listening to?

The Deftones. Really heavy, raw 

music, but with pretty undertones.

Right. You mentioned that you 
saw Hundredth at Cornerstone 
a while back in ’09 and it was a 
hugely influential show. Did you 
ever get the opportunity to play 
Cornerstone?

Oh yeah! We played it two years in 

a row. We didn’t play the last year that 

Cornerstone existed, but we played in 

2009 and 2010. We had a great time 

at Cornerstone. It was very hot the 

last year we went, and I think that 

might be what kept us from going 

back (laughs). There was a heat wave 

that hit the Midwest the last time we 

were there.

That’s coming from someone 
from Texas, too!

Yeah, well it was crap sleeping out 

that last week. It was like 100 degrees 

at nighttime! You know, it’s really 

hard to sleep.

Yep, that’s it. The next year, 
the last year of Cornerstone was 
actually the hottest they ever had. 
The heat index got up to, like, 120. 

That’s ridiculous (laughs)! I don’t 

know how you guys survived that 

year.

It was terrific, but so hot. Going 
back to the metalcore genre, when 
you guys came together in about 
2009 or so, you started to change 
styles. What led you guys to 
metalcore?

Well, honestly, we listened to what 

the locals were doing. We had A 

Bullet for the Pretty Boy was around. 

We went to high school with those 

guys. And we were pretty good 

friends with the Fit for a King guys 

at the time; they’re from Tyler. And 

they were all playing that genre that 

was being brought to popularity 

by like The Devil Wears Prada and 

Underoath, so we started heading in 

that direction. I mean, it worked for 

us for a little while. We were pretty 

terrible, but it was fun. We just did 

it for fun.

Very cool. Could you give me 
some pros and cons of playing in 
a metalcore band today?

I think the worst part of playing 

in a metalcore band is that every-

one seems to think we claim to be 

a hardcore band. We play melod-

ic metalcore; we don’t claim to be 

hardcore in anyway, but you get 

all these hardcore music Nazis that 

get on there and (say), “Yeah, this 

band isn’t hardcore.” We’re not even 

trying to be hardcore! We’ve never 

been a hardcore band; we have that 

in the sound, though. It’s hidden. I 

think that gives us a more raw feel. I 

like to be able to cater to all different 

types of fans of music, you know. 

Whether it’s metalcore fans or hard-

core fans, I like to be available to all 

of them. I don’t want to single one 

out, you know what I mean?

Yeah, definitely. What’s one of 
the positive aspects of metalcore 
right now?

I think the positive is that it’s 

so fun to play live. There’s not any 

time in metalcore that we write 

where on stage it’s boring. It’s so 

much fun to play. It’s aggressive 

and it’s a good way to release all of 

your stress, whether it’s on stage 

or just writing it. It’s a very, very 

therapeutic. I know we all enjoy 

playing it. I’m sure in the next few 

years, you’re going to hear us lean 

more towards the melodic hardcore 

sound, but right now we’re really 

enjoying playing metalcore.

Riding the fading wave of metalcore, Texas’ Sleep Now is trying to mix things 
up a bit while staying independent. Over the last several years the band has 

used social media and local tours to gather an impressive fan base online. Find 
out how the band views labels, the struggles of metalcore and touring. 
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Metalcore, especially in the 
latter 2000s, exploded. Like you 
said, bands like Underoath and 
The Devil Wears Prada brought 
the genre everywhere. When you 
played at Cornerstone you saw a 
lot of metalcore bands, too. What 
makes Sleep Now standout?

I think our lyrics, our vocals and 

some of our weird instrumental parts 

make us standout. A lot of people 

won’t like our vocals because they’re 

definitely more raw. They’re not real-

ly screamed vocals; they’re almost 

yelled. That’s what the hardcore 

bands are doing. We like to mix it 

with our metalcore and produce a 

different sound.

Also, I said our music is a little 

different. Some of the parts we write 

are just more aggressive than what 

most metalcore bands do today. It’s 

almost a nu-metal sound in some of 

our riffs that allows us to stand out 

a bit from what most of the metal-

core acts are doing. We don’t lean on 

our breakdowns – a lot of metalcore 

bands just try to write really solid 

breakdowns that are different from 

other people. We try to not do too 

many breakdowns and rely on our 

riffs and our instrumentals and leads 

to produce sounds that separate us 

from everyone else.

What do you want to see your 
band do in the scene right now?

In the scene right now? I’d like us 

to be able to start a new movement, 

basically. I know everybody is trying 

to kick out the hardcore music and 

make that take over the scene, but 

that’s always been in the scene. A 

lot of people don’t realize that hard-

core has always been around. It’s just 

being made popular right now. And 

I think with this new record, at least 

at the local level around east-Tex-

as and Dallas/Fort Worth, that the 

new sound we’re working on could 

influence other bands. We’re mixing 

(a) nu-metal feel with hardcore and 

metalcore. It’s going to make a sound 

people are going to like, I think. It’s 

different from anything I’ve heard.

You mentioned that hardcore 
is being popularized. One of the 
movements has been really big 
lately has been the new-wave 
of spirit-filled hardcore, led by 
bands like For Today, The Great 
Commission and Sleeping Giant. 
How do you feel about that?

I think they’re great. I listen to 

Sleeping Giant. I’m not really into The 

Great Commission, but I can definitely 

respect their talent and what they’re 

doing for hardcore and spiritual-based 

bands. I really respect Sleeping Giant’s 

lyrics and what they do onstage. I’ve 

actually met their vocalist, Tommy, 

a few times and can vouch for him 

that he’s a really awesome guy. They’re 

making awesome music.

With all the success you guys 
have being having, is there are 

reason why you guys have been 
staying independent?

Well, we’ve had a few label offers, 

but we don’t want to sign anything 

that we’re going to regret. We want 

to be able to push ourselves to a point 

where we can’t push any further, and 

at that point, we’ll hopefully have 

something that will help get us even 

further in our careers.

It’s not that we don’t want to sell 

out; it’s just that we don’t want to sell 

ourselves short. We’ve seen so many 

bands we’re friends with sign deals 

that are just not good deals, and then 

they’re not successful in the end. We 

really want to try our best to make good 

business decisions. At the same time, 

we don’t want to sell out. We don’t want 

a label that’s going to make us change 

our sound a whole lot, and we don’t 

want a label that’s going to make us stop 

writing lyrics about our faith. We don’t 

push our faith on people, but when 

it comes to our lyrics, I really want to 

convey the message that we convey. 

Sometimes I just want to write about 

life, something I’m going through right 

now. It’s not always about God, but a lot 

of my songs that I write are about my 

faith. That’s huge for us.

Are you the main songwriter 
for the band right now?

Yeah, I’ve been writing the lyrics 

since 2012.

Is there a reason you guys 
have put out quite a few EPs, but 

no full-lengths?
Mainly it’s just because we never 

kept our sound. If you go back and 

listen to our first EP and then the 

second EP, it doesn’t even sound like 

the same band. We never really found 

our sound until recently. This lineup, 

these five guys that we’re sticking 

with right now, this is going to be the 

lineup that you’re going to see for a 

long time. This is the hardest working 

group of guys I’ve seen since the orig-

inal members. The reason that there 

have been EPs but no full-lengths is 

because there hasn’t been the com-

mitment level since the beginning to 

produce something as hard as a full-

length. I think a full-length takes a lot 

of work, you know?

I agree with that. Can you tell 
me a little more about the EP com-
ing out in November?

Brian Hood out in Nashville, 

Tennessee produced it. Dave Quiggle 

did the artwork. He does (the art-

work for) a lot of Facedown (Records) 

bands, and I know he’s worked with 

like Michael Jackson and people that 

are even bigger than bands like us.

Joey Ramone!
Yeah, he’s a fantastic artist. I’m a 

graphic designer, so his art has always 

inspired me, and I wanted to get him to 

make something for us. I think he did 

a great job. But this EP definitely has a 

more raw sound and it’s very aggressive 

from what we’ve done in years past.

Get ready for this new record, because it’s defi-
nitely nothing that you’ve heard from us. It’s a 

completely revised, completely developed sound 
we’ve been working on for a year and a half now.

— 
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It’s way less generic; the most 

generic song on the album is the first 

one we put out, “Choke.” We wanted 

to put that one out because it had 

Chad from Hundredth on it, and we 

thought it would build some hype for 

this EP. The other four songs have a 

more developed sound. I think people 

are really going to appreciate it.

You have a song on the EP 
called “Misled.” I listened to it a 
few times and it sounds great. Can 
you explain the lyrics to that one a 
little bit?

Yeah, “Misled” is a single we put 

out six months ago and the song is 

about apathy. It’s about how we as 

human beings see things in our daily 

lives that bother us, but not enough 

to do something about it. I wrote that 

song when I was at a time in my life 

where whenever I saw these things 

in life, it upset me, but I never had 

the willpower to stand up and try 

to change those things. You know, 

whether it’s a homeless man in the 

street that doesn’t have any food 

and you feel terrible about it, but not 

enough to go buy him a burger. Or if 

it’s a kid getting made fun of at school 

and you don’t step up for him and 

say, “Hey, don’t mess with this kid.” 

That’s what that song is about, trying 

to actually do something about some-

thing that nobody will.

Lyrically, what have been some 
of the most personal songs you 

have on this release?
Lyrically? I think the most per-

sonal, passionate song on that EP is 

called “Defeated Faith.” It’s about 

how nowadays it has become cool to 

hate on God and hate on Christians. 

It’s this movement that has been 

bothering me lately, you know, when-

ever a Christian kid stands up for his 

faith, everyone makes fun of him and 

hates on him for having any kind of 

faith in anything. “Defeated Faith” 

is a call out to Christians that have 

become like those people who think 

it’s cool to just hate on somebody for 

what they stand up for. You’ll have to 

read (the lyrics).

 “Choke” is about failure in life, 

about not living up to expectations. 

“Expel” is about confronting the fail-

ure and getting it out of your life. You 

know, growing from failure. What’s 

the word I’m looking for? It’s really 

redeeming. It’s a redemptive song. 

At the end of it, you feel like every-

thing’s going to be OK.  “Choke” is 

very negative; there’s nothing happy 

about the song. 

Well, it’s called “Choke.”
Right. It’s not a very happy song; 

definitely the most negative. 

What are you most excited 
about in the band’s near future?

I’m excited to see the reaction to 

this record. It’s totally different than 

anything anybody has heard from us. 

I’m excited for tours that are coming 

up. After we put out this record, we’re 

going to try and do some extensive 

touring. That’s something that the 

band has never done. We’ve toured 

two times in the history of the band, 

and that’s probably why we haven’t 

done as much as we probably could 

have. (It’s) because we haven’t gotten 

out to the people and seeing our fans. 

That’s what I’m really excited about, 

for people to hear this and hear what 

we’re doing, and then be able to go to 

them and show (it to them live). We’ll 

be able to talk to everybody.

What are some of the hardest 
parts about touring as an inde-
pendent artist?

Definitely money (laughs).

A lot of the times, signed artists, 

they have jobs at home, and they’re 

also touring as a job. We all have 

full-time jobs, so it’s really hard to get 

time off to go tour. I know two of us 

are in college. It’s just really difficult, 

because as an independent artist, you 

need to rely on your merchandise, 

and I know merch is really hard to 

get developed if you don’t have a label 

helping you push that kind of stuff. 

It’s also hard to get kids to shows 

because you don’t have a huge head-

lining band on there that’s going to 

bring kids out every night. You’ve got 

to rely on your presence and the local 

bands from wherever you’re playing 

that night to pull kids out. Sometimes, 

there will be nights when you’re play-

ing for 100 people and other nights 

where you’re playing for 25 kids. It’s 

difficult for an independent artist to 

stay focused and keep positive about 

these kinds of things. It can be so 

inconsistent. I think that’s the word 

to define what it’s like to tour as an 

independent artist: “Inconsistent.”

Even when you guys might 
get down a little bit, if you have 
a low turnout or anything like 
that, what are the things that keep 
you excited about playing in this 
band?

Well, like I said, it’s awesome to 

play live whether we’re playing in 

front of a small crowd and it’s more 

intimate, or if we’re playing in front 

of a huge crowd and we’re just really 

nervous. It’s so much fun playing live. 

We’re all really good friends, and all 

five of us hang out even outside of 

shows, (so) of course it’s going to be 

a lot of fun. We’re going to look for-

ward to playing on a stage together 

every night, hanging out in a van for 

months at a time. 

What is one thing you want all 
of the readers to walk away with 
from this?

Get ready for this new record, 

because it’s definitely nothing that 

you’ve heard from us. It’s a complete-

ly revised, completely developed 

sound we’ve been working on for 

a year and a half now. We’re really 

looking forward to showing every-

body, and I think it’s going to change 

a lot of things for us.
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Time travel is one of my favor-

ite subjects, so when I approached 

Michael Sweet about the new 

Stryper album, No More Hell To 

Pay, I put us both right into the ol’ 

time machine and sent us back to 

1988 – the days of Aqua Net and 

Jimmy Swaggart – two short years 

and a worldwide tour or two after 

the double-platinum album To Hell 

With The Devil was released to the 

MTV world.

“I could sit here all day long and 

say what I would have liked to have 

seen, and woulda, coulda, shoulda 

and all that stuff,” Sweet admits, 

“but my gut tells me, I believe, 

that In God We Trust wasn’t a solid 

enough record to release coming off 

the heels of the To Hell With The 

Devil album.

“In God We Trust was a good 

record, but I don’t think it’s one of 

our best records. We really needed 

to follow To Hell With The Devil with 

a record that was at least as good or 

better. In God We Trust wasn’t that. 

This record, No More Hell to Pay, 

is that. It’s equally as good, if not 

better, in some ways,” he pauses, as 

if to weigh the gravity of the bold 

statement. “It’s right up there with 

To Hell with the Devil. I believe that, 

had we released it then, I think sky’s 

the limit.

“I think, honestly, it could’ve 

taken us to a whole new level that 

we may never see,” he continued. 

“But, I’m very optimistic and I have 

a deep faith. I believe that with God 

all things are possible (and) at any 

time when we least expect it.

“We live in an age where people 

don’t buy records. Record sales are 

dwindling as we speak with every-

one all across the board, because 

nobody buys records, but there are 

those rarities – those albums that 

are released every now and then that 

go Gold, like with the Chickenfoot 

record. It blew everyone away. They 

were like, ‘What the heck? It went 

Gold?’ Great record, but why it went 

Gold, who knows? I think there are 

those albums that come along every 

now and then that, for whatever rea-

son, make a lot of noise and I think 

that, for whatever reason, I’m hop-

ing and praying that No More Hell to 

Pay is one of those albums.

“I don’t mean to slam a song like 

‘The Way’ at all, but I don’t want to 

be that kind of heavy. To me, ‘The 

Way’ sounds like Iron Maiden. I 

want Stryper to have its own heavy. 

That’s the great thing about this 

record – it’s Stryper’s version of 

heavy. It’s our own unique thing. 

And that’s why I’m really excited.”

He’s not the only one. It’s a blast-

ing, full-tilt metal record with gui-

tars pressed to the floor like an 

accelerator that’s trying to break 

through the floorboard. “It’s defi-

nitely not a syrupy record. There’s 

not a lot of pop filler stuff.” He 

pauses, so as not to say the wrong 

thing to his loyal and loving fans. “I 

love those songs, too. I love ‘Calling 

on You.’ That’s probably our sec-

ond most popular song of all time. 

‘Honestly’ is number one, ‘Calling 

on You,’ number two. I love that 

stuff, but there is a certain fan base 

out there that just wants to hear 

the heavy stuff. They know Stryper 

has that in them, but we don’t give 

it to them enough. On this record, 

we’re giving it to them for the entire 

record – for the most part.”

Granted, there are a couple 

slightly tender moments (like “The 

One”), but giving the girls in the 

audience only one pop-like tune is 

certainly turning the tables on the 

typical Stryper musical menu. The 

yellow and black boys developed a 

winning formula of delivering up 

the super melodic sugar metal for 

the masses and only throwing the 

metalhead boys in the crowd a sin-

gle bone per disc (“The Way” or 

“The Reign,” for example). Now it’s 

reversed. “The One” carries a whis-

tle-able melody like the chorus of 

“Blue Bleeds Through,” one of the 

songs from his solo album, Truth. I 

think the female fan base would tilt 

their heads back and go, “What?!” 

The leader of the band, however, 

thinks otherwise.

“I don’t think the girls in the 

“I HAVEN’T BEEN SITTING ON THESE SONGS TOO 
LONG,” EXPLAINS  MICHAEL SWEET. “EVERY ALBUM 
OF OURS HAS BEEN SOMEWHAT DIFFERENT.”
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audience would’ve disappeared, 

either,” guesses Sweet as he con-

tinues to peer through the fantastic 

lens of time travel. “This isn’t that 

‘rat-tat-tat’ kind of heavy. It’s not the 

(grating, grinding steel growling) 

heavy. It’s a melodic heavy. It still 

has melody. It still has vocal har-

mony. It still has lyrics that convey 

something else. ‘Te Amo,’ means ‘I 

love you.’ It’s a love song, basically. 

‘The One’ is a love song, too. So, 

we still have those lyrics that will 

appeal to all those females out there, 

I hope.”

“I think it was a subconscious and 

a conscious decision,” he explains. 

“It was years of fans saying, ‘Heavy! 

Heavy, heavy! Give us heavy – more 

guitars, more this, more that, we 

want screams – more heavy.’ After 

hearing that for so many years, I 

think I finally said, ‘Okay, then 

heavy you get! That’s what we’re 

going to give you.’ And that was 

the approach on this record – to 

purposely try to write heavier riffs, 

more guitar-laden and guitar-driv-

en music. Not put a lot of poppy or 

ballady stuff … like the one ballad 

on the album, ‘The One,’ is not a 

piano ballad. We’ve always done 

piano ballads. Other than ‘Lady,’ 

they’ve always been piano ballads. 

It was a conscious decision to not do 

that on this record and to get back 

to those riff-driven, chunky parts 

that people are going to recognize 

and remember – those hooky parts 

that they won’t forget. Hopefully we 

accomplished that on this record.”

Songs like “Revelation” and the 

aforementioned “Te Amo” are not 

too distant from the intense chim-

ing, climbing and swirling crescen-

do of guitars like “The Hellion” 

and “Electric Eye” by British metal 

masters Judas Priest. This should 

be no surprise when one consid-

ers Sweet’s unabashed devotion to 

the band. “Judas Priest is a huge, 

huge influence on us and specifi-

cally me,” he told me. “I’m probably 

the biggest Priest fan in the bunch. 

When I heard Unleashed in the East 

on my way to school as a sophomore 

in high school, I was floored. That 

changed my life. There are definite-

ly (some of) those Priest influences 

you can hear on this record, but also 

songs from the past. You can prob-

ably hear that in songs like ‘Makes 

Me Wanna Sing.’ It’s got that same 

vibe like ‘Running Wild’ by Priest.”

While Stryper is certainly 

known for their signature guitar 

sound, they also have a distinct and 

highly coveted lead vocal style. Just 

ask Boston or George Lynch (both 

of which have asked Sweet to sing). 

Not everyone can sing high like this 

guy and not sound like a joke. He 

somehow has enough knowledge 

about his own pipes to aim for the 

right range.

“I think the range on this album 

is super comfortable for me,” he 

explains. “There are a couple songs 

on the album that are pushing it for 

me, like ‘Saved By Love’ and ‘Sticks 

and Stones.’ They’re up in this 

range where I felt like I was push-

ing (during) the whole song. The 

songs that are super comfortable 

for me singing are songs like ‘No 

More Hell To Pay’ and ‘Revelation.’ 

Those are just right in my range 

and I have that midrange where 

I’m singing in most of the time and 

the high range when I scream. I go 

back and forth between the two. I 

am still able to pull that stuff off, to 

some degree. I can’t sing like I did 

on In God We Trust to save my life. 

My voice has changed a lot. I don’t 

have that kind of range any longer. 

I don’t think I ever will, unless God 

Himself comes down and touches 

my vocal chords.”

As if on cue, the singer gets intro-

spective. “The voice changes as you 

get older. I don’t think that’s nec-

essarily a bad thing. For me it’s a 

good thing, because I had such a 

ridiculously high voice and really 

wide vibrato back in the day. It was 

bordering on operatic at times – 

real clear and clean, not a lot of 

grit. I have a little more grit now, 

a little less vibrato and a little bit 

lower range. I sound a little bit more 

masculine. I don’t know that that’s 
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a bad thing. I think that the com-

ments from people so far seem to 

indicate they like it better than the 

higher style in the ’80s. That’s cool. 

I think it worked for me. I’m very 

fortunate.”

When it comes to the craft of 

heavy metal screaming, the 50-year-

old frontman tried something dif-

ferent on this album to nail the high 

notes and vocal acrobatics.

“After doing this for 30 years, 

I did something different. I told 

myself, ‘I’m going to try singing 

the screams first.’ I would sing the 

screams first and then the song” – 

he pauses for effect, almost simulat-

ing the break between the two vocal 

chores – “and it was easy! They 

came right out. I got them done in 

one and two takes and then I sang 

the song and that was it.

“It took me 30 years to learn how 

to do that. What kept happening on 

the past few records was I’d spend 

two or three hours singing the song 

(and) then when it was time to hit 

those high notes, the voice was a 

little burnt. It was a little more dif-

ficult to hit those high notes, clear 

and strong. So I just reversed the 

order and sang the screams first 

and then sang the song … and there 

you go.”

It’s got to be rewarding to develop 

and continue a musical career over 

the years – and continue to learn 

valuable lessons about your craft. 

Stryper is certainly still experi-

menting and taking risks. Most 

would agree, I think, that the band 

is on a creative roll, making good 

decisions. Take their last two studio 

albums, for example.

The Covering and Second Coming 

were specialty albums, so to speak 

– The Covering a collection of kill-

er cover tunes that shaped their 

musical tastes and influences as 

songwriters – and Second Coming, a 

re-recording (or “covering”) of their 

own classic and influential tunes. 

This album was talked about prior 

to those others being recorded and 

released, so it was obviously on the 

band’s list of things to accomplish. 

It’s not hard to wonder how old 

some of these No More Hell to Pay 

song ideas were – especially con-

sidering that not only one but two 

albums sort of “interrupted” the 

creation of this full-length of all-

new originals.

“I haven’t been sitting on these 

songs too long,” explains Sweet. 

“Every album of ours has been 

somewhat different. If you go back 

to the first two albums, they were 

written when we were out playing 

them publicly. I wrote the songs, 

brought them to the band for the 

most part and we went out and per-

formed them for a couple years and 

then we recorded them, so we knew 

exactly what we wanted to do. To 

Hell With The Devil – that was the 

first album where we didn’t know 

the songs and we weren’t play-

ing them live. We had to go in and 

rehearse them and do demos and 

then go in and record it. We put a lot 

more thought into it and, obviously, 

more money. 

“This album was written where I 

had my iPhone with me wherever I 

would go. We would be overseas, we 

would be here in the States, I’d be at 

the super market, at the doctor, in 

the bathroom – wherever. I’m not 

making this up. I’d have an idea and 

I’d press the voice recorder on my 

phone and I’d go (he demonstrates by 

vocalizing a guitar melody). I’d hum a 

melody and then I’d get home and 

go get my guitar and write chords 

to that melody and piece a song 

together that way. I ended up hav-

ing almost 40 of these vocal ideas on 

my phone that I turned into 11 songs. 

Then the guys came out here for 

pre-production and I would teach 

them all the songs. We’d rehearse 

them. We went on the ‘Monsters 

of Rock’ cruise, came home and 

then went right into the studio and 

recorded them. It was a little bit 

different of an approach.

“That’s how I do records these 

days. That’s how I’m doing the 

George Lynch record (Editor: a proj-

ect with the former guitarist for Dokken 

he’s been working on). He sends me 

songs and I’m kind of going, ‘La, 

la, la-la,’” Sweet laughs. “And it just 

works. Once we get into the studio, 

that’s the way we piece everything 

together.”

It goes without saying that Sweet 

is staying busy. Oz Fox plays in 

Bloodgood, as well as a fun, rotat-

ing celebrity cover band in Vegas. 

Stryper seems to remain the priori-

ty for all four members, and they’re 

all still bringing their distinctive 

gifts to the band. “We all have dif-

ferent levels of abilities and talents,” 

Sweet adds. “God’s really blessed 

everyone in the band, but where 

they really bring it to the table is 

when they actually get in and add 

their tracks and perform. Rob’s got 

that unique way of drumming and 

delivering his drum parts. Tim – 

same thing – a very unique style. 

Oz – same thing – very unique style. 

And then me – I have a unique style. 

When we mix them all together, 

that’s when it becomes Stryper. And 

everyone goes, ‘OK, cool! There it is.’ 

When Oz and I go lay down back-

ground vocals, it’s got that unique, 

one-of-a-kind Stryper thing going.”

Another classic element is back 

for the band on this new album – 

the artwork. It’s simply epic. “We’re 

pumped about it,” he gushes. “I 

sent an email to the artist – Stan 

Decker. He does a lot of artwork for 

Frontiers (Records). He’s a Stryper 

fan. He has the To Hell with the Devil 

album at his house on vinyl. I said, 

‘This is the name of the album, No 

More Hell to Pay. I want to kind of do 

a follow-up to the concept of To Hell 

with the Devil in terms of the cover 

and the art. Not with four angels, 

but just one, and kind of similar to 

that …’ He took that and delivered 

the cover you see. The only thing we 

changed was the size of the font for 

EVERYBODY KNOWS WE’RE NOT ASHAMED OF OUR FAITH. WE SHOUT IT FROM THE ROOFTOPS – ALWAYS HAVE, 
ALWAYS WILL. MOST OF OUR FANS AREN’T GOING TO GO BUY FROM THE CHRISTIAN CATEGORY. THEY’RE GOING 
TO GO BUY FROM THE ROCK OR METAL CATEGORY. ... WE’RE NOT ASHAMED OF OUR FAITH. IT’S JUST THAT WE’RE 
TRYING TO DO SOMETHING DIFFERENT. WE’RE REALLY TRYING TO REACH THE MASSES. — MICHAEL SWEET
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the title at the bottom. The guy just 

hit it out of the park. 

“When he sent that album cover 

to my inbox and I opened it up, my 

chin was on the floor. I couldn’t 

believe what I was seeing. I think, 

without question, by a landslide, it’s 

our best album cover ever. So far, 

with all the comments, everyone 

seems to agree. They love it.

“We’re going to be offering a 

package with that album cover on 

a shirt – a really cool shirt that’s 

created by Ron Campbell and his 

company, U! Creative. We’re going 

to be offering that limited run with 

the shirt and the vinyl. We’ll have 

some new shirts for touring with 

that artwork on it as well.”

While it’s great that Stryper has 

all the ingredients to get the job of 

wowing their audience – a great 

new album, a killer live show where 

they deliver the goods with ener-

gy and passion – I had to wonder 

what it was like for accomplished 

musicians their age, who had “been 

there and done that” to be stuck and 

segmented into a yester-decade box. 

Does it put a chip on their shoulder 

or what?

Sweet pauses to consider the 

question and then answers, “Not 

really. There’s more of a struggle 

and a challenge with being labeled 

a ‘Christian band.’ Everybody 

knows we’re not ashamed of our 

Christianity, our faith. We shout 

it from the rooftops – always 

have, always will. But we are a 

little bit bummed when we go to 

Amazon.com and we’re put in the 

Christian category. Or we go to 

Best Buy and we are looking for 

a Stryper album, because people 

say they couldn’t find it and we 

say, ‘It’s probably because it’s in 

the Christian category.’ And sure 

enough, we go over and there’s one 

copy hidden away in the Christian 

category. Most of our fans aren’t 

going to go buy from the Christian 

category. They’re going to go buy 

from the Rock or Metal category. I 

feel like, so many times, that really 

kills us – that ‘Christian’ tag. 

“Again, we’re not ashamed of our 

faith. It’s just that we’re trying to 

do something different. We’re real-

ly trying to reach the masses. We 

always have. I think we actually got 

pretty good at it, because two-thirds 

of our sales are to mainstream, not 

the Christian. And that was the 

goal. That was purposely done. 

That was something we set out to 

do. We didn’t want to limit our-

selves signing to a Christian label 

and being sold at Christian book-

stores only. And doing Christian 

shows only with Christian bands 

only. There’s nothing against that, 

but it limits you if you’re trying to 

reach the world. That probably is 

a little bit more of an issue with us 

than the other thing.”

When he brought up this topic, 

I couldn’t help but be reminded of 

that hilarious scene in the movie 

“Pain & Gain,” with Mark Wahlberg 

and Dwayne Johnson where they 

pull out a Stryper record and have 

a go at them. When I brought it up, 

Sweet had a good laugh, and then 

he settled into a story about how 

it also bothered him. “What hap-

pened with that was they went to 

our publishing company and asked 

to use a song and, for whatever rea-

son, we couldn’t come to terms over 

use of that song. So, they went a 

separate route and, instead of using 

a song, they decided to use a refer-

ence to Stryper and they had some 

bumper stickers on the cash register 

and they mentioned our name. The 

Rock says he used to work for a 

Christian rock group, Stryper, blah, 

blah, blah. 

“And then, once I saw the scene, 

I thought, ‘Wait a minute! That’s 

not cool,’ because we had no say in 

the matter. You’re telling me that 

anybody that makes any movie out 

there can go and use your likeness 

and your trademark and your logo 

without your consent? Apparently 

so, because I contacted an attor-

ney and looked into it to see if that 

was right or wrong in legal terms. 

Apparently, they’re Paramount 

Pictures and they’re so big and pow-

erful, there was really not much you 

can do. Although it was funny and 

whatnot, I didn’t care for the fact 

that we were kind of tied to people 

doing that. What if we didn’t want 

to be tied to people going into a 

gun shop and buying guns? I’ve got 

nothing against guns. I’ve owned 

guns my whole life, but I’m throw-

ing out the ‘What if?’ scenario. Or 

being tied to the movie itself and 

what it’s about. What if we didn’t 

want to be associated with that? I 

guess we didn’t have a choice! That 

was really disconcerting to me. 

“I saw the scene and I thought it 

was kind of funny, but at the same 

time what concerned me the most 

was how we didn’t have a say in the 

matter. Imagine if they took HM 

stickers and Doug Van Pelt and 

used your name in some movie and 

you’re like, ‘Wait a minute! I didn’t 

want to be associated with this.’ You 

know what I’m saying? And you 

have no say in the matter. That was 

really just bizarre to me to hear that. 

It was good publicity, I guess, if you 

look at it that way. I don’t know.”

“It would have been nice to have 

been told what the movie was about 

and have a say in whether we want-

ed our name and likeness and trade-

mark used in that movie.”

I decided to offer Sweet some 

free legal advice at this point in 

the interview, telling him Stryper 

should cover the tune that The 

Rock sang with the sales associate 

in that movie scene … and then let 

Paramount try to sue them.

“And that made it worse,” he 

adds. “It was the dumbest song I’ve 

ever heard in my life – absolutely 

stupidest, cheesiest song ever! And 

what do people think? That that’s 

a Stryper song! I’m like, ‘Really? 

Come on, now!’”

EVERYBODY KNOWS WE’RE NOT ASHAMED OF OUR FAITH. WE SHOUT IT FROM THE ROOFTOPS – ALWAYS HAVE, 
ALWAYS WILL. MOST OF OUR FANS AREN’T GOING TO GO BUY FROM THE CHRISTIAN CATEGORY. THEY’RE GOING 
TO GO BUY FROM THE ROCK OR METAL CATEGORY. ... WE’RE NOT ASHAMED OF OUR FAITH. IT’S JUST THAT WE’RE 
TRYING TO DO SOMETHING DIFFERENT. WE’RE REALLY TRYING TO REACH THE MASSES. — MICHAEL SWEET
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THE BIG ‘LC’
THE EARLY ’90S WERE A STRANGE TIME. THE 
WORLD WAS HAPPENING UPON GRUNGE, 
BILL CLINTON WAS NEGOTIATING PEACE IN 
THE MIDDLE EAST AND LUST CONTROL WAS 
SINGING ABOUT MASTURBATION. NOW, ON 
THE EVE OF THEIR LATEST FULL-LENGTH 
RELEASE, ‘TINY LITTLE DOTS,’ IT SEEMS NOT 
TOO MUCH HAS CHANGED.
BY CHARLIE STEFFENS

“If you’re having a hard time with God, you’re probably 

doing it right.” 

When Lust Control began to take form as a band 

back in 1988, their material really pushed the envelope 

in the contemporary Christian music world, and yet, 

it was well received. The Austin, Texas, band brought 

something fresh and adventurous to the table, pushing 

subject matter like sexual sin, abstinence, pornogra-

phy and masturbation. While these were topics that 

had been around since sound was pressed to vinyl, 

it was an oddity to witness a group of masked dudes 

onstage, throwing down a hard rock, punk-edged 

sound, while singing about things considered taboo in 

both the secular and Christian ecosystems.

Delivered with aggression and humor, Lust 

Control’s songs upset the Christian right while making 

fans of people who enjoyed their weird breed of chaos. 

(Remember: This was before Slipknot started wearing 

masks.) Although HM Magazine named them “The 

Worst Christian Band of the Decade” for the 1990s, 

Lust Control had won its audience honestly.

In 1994, after releasing a few albums, Lust Control 

called it quits. Over the years, vocalist Doug Van 

Pelt, aka “Gene,” guitarist Mitch Roberts (“Bradford”), 

bassist John Wilson (“Butch”) and drummer Phil 

Borrero (“Bob”) remained friends. In 2010, they recon-

vened and began rehearsing for the 2011 Cornerstone 

Festival, which ended up being a full success. Riding 

the buzz from the festival, writing and recording for a 

new, full-length album seemed to be the natural pro-

gression. So the four of them got together, wrote new 

material and the music was recorded last fall. (Rocky 

Gray from Living Sacrifice was hired to master and 

mix the tracks.) The release, Tiny Little Dots, is Lust 

Control’s most rocking, and (dare we say) their most 

mature effort to date.    

“We’re pretty darn excited about it,” Borrero says. 

“This one has leanings towards the metal side of some 

of our early repertoire. But it’s not a migration; it’s a 

progression, I think, from things in the past. We still 

want to keep that punk feel, that punk vibe, and a 

certain rawness to it. We want to keep that alive and 

move it forward.” 

Frontman and founding member Van Pelt adds, 

“Some of our past is ridiculous and controversial. We 

have the song ‘The Big M,’ which is about a subject that 

nobody’s ever brought up. It’s very rare, especially in 

Christian music. Some people, of course, have pushed 

us aside or we’ve been censored. This album, I think, is 

more mature. We’re not purposely trying to be a thorn 

in anybody’s side, per se, but we’re also speaking the 

truth boldly and without a lot of reservation.”

Van Pelt culled some of the lyrics for the album’s 

title track from a case of teenage infatuation he expe-

rienced with a Playboy cover girl as a teenager: “That 

was the first pornography I ever saw. It may not be 

the actual first magazine; I probably picked up some 

porno in trash cans before or after. I can’t remem-

ber when. But my mom actually bought this copy of 

Playboy magazine that had Patty McGuire on the 

cover because it had a Jimmy Carter interview. This 

was in the fall of ‘76, and it looked like he might be the 

next President, so she wanted to learn about him. So 

she actually bought a copy of Playboy, and when she 

was done reading it, that issue somehow became mine. 

So that was the reference, and I kind of namedropped 

her. I said Patty M. in the song.”

“Tiny little dots” refers to the 300 dots-per-inch on 

photographs. “I used it as an ideal to kind of live up 

to,” Van Pelt explains. “Photography, magazines and, 

of course, now with the Internet and its computer 

‘LUST CONTROL’ CONTINUED ON PAGE 68
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THE BEST METAL INDIA HAS TO OFFER

BY CHELC EAVES
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FINAL SURRENDER
THE BEST METAL INDIA HAS TO OFFER

BY CHELC EAVES
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Bangalore is often referred to as the 

“rock/metal capital of India” because of 

its underground music scene, and I got 

a peek at it when meeting with Final 

Surrender – native to India – to discuss 

the band’s new full-length album, Empty 

Graves. No one likes rising with the sun 

on a Saturday morning, all merits to time 

zone differences, and it wasn’t enjoyable 

when our cross-country connection kept 

crashing, therefore threading the inter-

view out over three hours.

Though I found it too early for my 

strengths to be tested, I was genuinely 

surprised by how sensible and sincere 

these guys remained. Don’t be tricked 

by the intensity they pack into their 

tunes; their sensible manner was not only 

reflected in their music, but in the inter-

view as well. It was exactly the kind of 

“practice what you preach” intentions we 

all desire from our musicians, right?

Between the frequent call failures, 

we also talked over what it’s like work-

ing with a label halfway around the 

world, what drives them to play the 

music they love and how overcoming 

further trials have helped this band 

develop in other aspects. While Final 

Surrender is a faith-based band, don’t 

be surprised if you find this band mov-

ing you in other ways.

So tell me a little about Final 
Surrender and how the band got 
started.

My drummer Jared and I start-

ed recording demos around late 

2007, and from there on, one thing 

lead to another. We put mem-

bers together one-by-one, and it 

fit impeccably, like a jigsaw puz-

zle. (Jared and I) had this passion 

– strongly, in a sense – to play 

metal music, and we started off 

as a two-member project with no 

name or such, and so we decided, 

“Why not take it to the next level 

as a full-f ledged band?”

Where did you meet your 
group and how long have you 
been together now?

We were all musicians playing 

in different bands, and we shared a 

mutual friendship playing together 

in the music circuit back here. But the 

band came into existence as a whole 

towards the end of 2010.

What drew each of you to work 
in that genre?

Purely just for the love of it. On a 

lighter note, it was also the challenge 

of playing complex rhythm struc-

tures.

How has your music evolved 
since you first began playing 
music together?

We’ve grown to respect our 

music a lot more than we did; 

we’ve always thrived on intensi-

ty, so it’s good to progress in that 

direction.

Does anyone in particular 
influence your artistic/musical 
talent?

There are a lot of artists, actu-

ally, since each member is influ-

enced by different genres, but I 

think this taste for raw, intense 

and aggressive form of metal is 

probably the common ground we 

share. More than anything, it’s 

our relationships with Jesus that 

plays the biggest role in regard to 

influences.
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What inspires you to play 
music?

Life. In all its eccentricities and 

contrasting beauty!

What are some of the biggest 
obstacles working with a label 
from Indiana?

The distance we live from each 

other (laughs)! I mean, it’s been a clus-

ter of things. To break it down, I’d say 

it’s been more of a learning experi-

ence working with the label because 

you tend to push (things) up a notch. 

On those lines, not all bands get to be 

on a label. I think it (is) handy to trust 

your music, followed up by a simi-

lar vision as to why the label wants 

to work with you. With that said, I 

think we have been having a great 

time so far working with Rottweiler 

Records. 

How does the response interna-
tionally differ from the response 
you receive back home?

Not a lot, actually. It’s been nice at 

home, and eventually people getting 

to know you internationally make 

it more interesting and adequately 

expands the knowledge behind how 

different people perceive our music. 

It’s a great feeling to know that people 

around the world actually dig some 

your stuff.

Where do you think your larg-
est fan base is located?

As of now, Bangalore, but I think 

that’s going to expand pretty soon. 

And yeah, there are few cities in India 

we’ve traveled to that has a fan base 

for us, like Bombay, Delhi, Mysore, 

Nagaland …

What’s the furthest show from 
home that you’ve traveled?

The furthest is Nagaland, which 

was a circuit of 5000 KMS (about 

3000 miles) from home. We did this 

northeast tour in the year 2011, which 

was actually pretty far. Took us 

roughly five days and four nights to 

get there. Phew! Nauseous just think-

ing of it.

How do you promote your band 
and shows?

We’ve done that so far via social 

networking. We also have other 

protocols, such as flyers and ads, 

hard copy materials, news and mag-

azines that go around the particular 

town or city when we play a gig. 

Do you have any favorite songs 
off the new record?

Well, I think that would be very 

unfair to name any one, or a few songs 

in particular, since each song on this 

record has, by itself, been woven 

intricately in our lives. These are, 

like, a couple of slices from our lives, 

so yeah we love all the songs on this 

record. Each song has its space in 

different spheres of our lives.

How about the songwriting 
process? Where do you usually 
gather songwriting inspiration?

We love spending time at the stu-

dio and working on new material; 

it’s another excuse to (hide) away 

from all our regular lives and jump 

into the realms of divinity. We do not 

limit ourselves in terms of inspira-

tion; we’d like to keep options open. 

Sometimes it backfires, but, hey, 

that’s the beauty of it.

Describe the process of record-
ing the full-length. Was it record-
ed in your home studio? Was the 
album self-produced?

We recorded at Xandrin Studios 

in Bangalore, which is run by our 

drummer Jared. It’s pretty much our 

base; we jam and record there. Rocky 

Gray from Living Sacrifice (ex-Eva-

nescence) produced this record.

Did you incorporate any orig-
inal Indian instruments into this 
album?

Yes! We used instruments such 

as the sitar, sarangi, flute, record-

er, Indian choral Hindustani and 

Carnatic Alaaps, as well as an entire 

chamber orchestra.

What are your songs about? 
Any specific themes they cover?

Every song is interconnected to 

the title track, “Empty Graves.” It 

basically revolves around the intense 

moments of pride, pain, remorse, 

defeat and meaninglessness, and 

through it all, how God can restore 

our lives through his unconditional 

love.

Before I get into the details, I’d 

like to share how this title, Empty 

Graves, came about. We had been 

working on this album with the 

title Refresh in mind, but one day, 

when I was having a regular con-

versation with God, He revealed 

something very inspiring. I was 

on my regular barrage on vent-

ing my frustrations, and He asked 

me what is the core of Christian 

belief, so I replied it was the res-

urrection, which makes the differ-

ence of Jesus conquering sin in its 

vain glory. That’s when I realized 

that the term “empty grave” is not 

attributed to anybody in history 

other than our Lord Jesus.

Now, the next thing struck me 

with shame. He showed that we, 

as His followers, are not walking 

in any victory; rather, we accept 

defeat and end choking up on our 

problems, and maybe end up in 

redemption by the skin of our teeth. 

We weren’t meant to live life like 

that, so I realized that God wants us 

not to be buried deep in our agony, 

but rather in victory through Him, 

and that it is possible only when we 

learn to accept it.

Most bands would say that 
every record is better than the 
last; does that hold true for this 
album?

Sadly, yes. That’s because it’s 

challenging to keep your fans 

excited about every new song you 

write. It needs to be fresh, and you 

have to think different to make a 

difference.

Do you have any plans for tour-
ing this album in the states?

Yes, we are looking into that for 

early 2014. We’d love to be in America.

What do you think your great-
est opportunity has been so far in 
your musical career?

Every day has been a miracle for 

the band. God never ceases to sur-

prise and pamper us.

What’s your ultimate direction 
for your band? At the end of the 
day, what does success look like 
for you?

It’s just been about following Jesus 

no matter what. Success for us is not 

limited to materialism. If people walk 

out of shows with nothing else but 

Jesus on their lips, I think we’ve done 

something right.

Above all, we want to share the love 

that transcends through Jesus more 

than anything. That’s the key.

What has been your biggest 
challenge as a band? Have you 
been able to overcome that chal-
lenge? If so, how?

Our biggest challenge is to con-

stantly keep our eyes fixed on the 

purpose behind the music and our 

lives.

It’s an everyday process, and 

yes, it will never cease until we die. 

Amusingly, not a lot of things stay 

with you until death, regardless of 

victory or defeat.
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““ I want to share my failures, my mistakes and
anything I can to inspire to those who

have given so much to me.”
—Scott Stapp

CONTINUED...

want to relive how I did this again, but I know I 

grew as an artist through the process.

You achieved great things in your career 
as far as record sales. You have won a 
Grammy. You accomplished things that 
other artists can only dream of. You must 
have felt invincible. But at some point 
there was a marked shift in public per-
ception regarding your band and you per-
sonally during your career with Creed. It 
reached a point where things were occur-
ring off the stage that not only distracted 
people from, but even overshadowed your 
music. What do you think was the turning 
point?

I think it was a series of things. The old 

adage “pride comes before a fall” rings so true. 

When you reach a point where lose your grat-

itude and perspective and you are surrounded 

by “yes” people, it all just feeds into the ego. 

I think even the most humble person can get 

swept up in it all. If you look at the history of 

rock and roll, you will see this happen over 

and over again with the artists we know and 

love, let alone the one-hit wonders and the ones 

you never hear of. And in 50 percent of those 

stories, the people end up dead.

It was very public for me. I went to a dark, 

dark place, and I didn’t know how to get out. I 

had accumulated wealth, had a lot of influence, 

and had no one speaking truth to me. That com-

bination can literally kill anyone. 

I have found when things become all about 

me, that’s when problems happen. I now 

look at music as a gift and a blessing, and 

an opportunity to serve and share. I want to 

share my failures, my mistakes and anything 

I can to inspire to those who have given so 

much to me. This industry gave me so much 

and I need to give back. It was so needed, 

what happened to me; had I not gone through 

these things, I wouldn’t be able to make the 

music I am making today. 

I carried around a lot of guilt and shame for 

a very long time. I didn’t even want to outside. 

I would sit alone and drink in my house. I felt 

like a social outcast. To be able to come through 

that and have gratitude now … It’s made me so 

much of a better person. Now, I don’t look back 

with anger or resentment or regret. I try to use 

those memories as a source of strength because 

I know what I am not going to do in the future, 

and I know how much I have to give now as an 

artist.

It takes courage to face your own 
demons, the bad decisions you have made 
… You have been public about your fight 
with substance abuse and depression. At 
what point did you look around and say, 
“How did I get here?” In other words, what 
was your rock bottom?

I had more than one. You get to your rock 

bottom when you decide to stop digging. For 

me, I hit some bottoms that other people (who 

aren’t so hard-headed) would have considered 

the turning point. But I kept digging. But the 

one that should have taken my life was the 

true wake-up call. I had to lay crippled for 12 

months, and for three of them I could barely 

speak. I had to lay alone with my thoughts and 

think about how I got there. I couldn’t move or 

walk. It gave me a lot of perspective. I reached 

a point that I couldn’t keep blaming others 

anymore, because everything came back to me 

and to the decisions I made. I finally came out 

of denial, owning and accepting the situations I 

was in. If you reach that point, you can actually 

begin to grow and heal as a human being. 

One particular low for you, as you just 
mentioned, is the night you jumped out 
of a 10th-story window and miraculously 
lived. Describe the moments leading up to 
that night: your mindset, your thoughts, 
your decision to jump.

I was in a near absolute blackout for days on 

end. I was coming in and out of coherence. I 

was on drugs and alcohol constantly. I hadn’t 

slept for many nights. I was past the point of 

slow suicide – which is the name of my current 

single – and had graduated to “this is the end.” 

I was so caught up in the disease of alcoholism 

and addiction and couldn’t see that it was try-

ing to kill me. And it was about to succeed.

You’re in a psychotic place when you have 

all those chemicals in your body and you’re 

sleep-deprived. You are a person possessed. 

Who you are on drugs and alcohol doesn’t 

reflect the person you are off of them. I think 

that’s a common misconception that those who 

haven’t crossed paths with addiction have. 

People who are on drugs and alcohol are in a 

state of mental psychosis. When you get rid of 

those things, the real person can come back, 

though they have to deal with the wake of 

destruction they have left behind them, and the 

people hurt along the way.

You have professed to be a Christian since 
very young. Your band was labeled as faith-

‘STAPP’ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 21
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“ I just want to be remembered as someone who 
poured his heart and soul into his music.”

—Scott Stapp

based by many. But did you ever reach a 
point where you wanted to distance yourself 
from that label – a label that isn’t necessarily 
a positive one in the general media? Did you 
ever feel like – for the sake of the respect of 
others in and around this industry – you just 
wanted to prove that you were just simply 
rock and roll, even at the expense of your 
own beliefs? Did you ever go out of your way 
to try show people, “No I am not a Christian 
artist; I am just an artist. I am real?”

I was raised in “Christianity,” but it was far 

from true Christianity. It was emotional, phys-

ical and spiritual abuse. That’s where the con-

flict inside me came from. Though I was raised 

in the faith, I didn’t want anything to do with 

it. How could anyone want to associate with 

something where the representatives of that 

thing are habitually beating you in every way? 

That’s not Christianity! If anything, it was like 

Jim Jones. It was more of a cult.

We didn’t start off, in any way, to be associated 

with Christianity. We were just a rock and roll 

band caught up in a rock and roll lifestyle. Sex, 

drugs and music. That was all we were about. But 

in moments alone, I couldn’t escape what I was 

struggling with inside me. I was trying to deal 

with the harsh, abusive, overly dogmatic religion 

that was shoved down my throat.

When you are in abuse, you always wonder, 

“Why is this woman staying with this man? He 

beats the crap out of her.” But then she is crying 

to the police, “Don’t take him away!” as she bleeds 

from her face, because he broke her head open 

and knocked her teeth out. How do you figure 

that out? That was the same thing that was going 

on with me as a writer at that time. Although 

in my life, I wasn’t completely rebelling against 

Christianity, I was still that battered woman, 

thinking, “Well, maybe I am wrong ...”

And yet within all of it, there was still some-

thing telling me that God was the answer and 

the way I was raised wasn’t. So that would 

continue to come out of me as a writer who was 

just pouring his heart into his music. I think 

that’s where the confusion came in, because I 

was confused. I was just trying to be in a rock 

band and writing from the heart. I don’t think 

“Christian band” was the correct label when it 

was given, but looking back at lyrics and inter-

nal conflicts I was having, I can see why people 

would assume otherwise. I was in search for 

“something higher,” but not the God as I under-

stood him at the time. 

How has your journey of faith evolved 
through the highs and lows of your career 
until now? Do you still consider yourself 
to be a Christian? If so, how do you define 
that term?

I am absolutely a Christian. I absolutely have 

a relationship with Jesus Christ and have made 

him my Lord and savior. I have finally been 

able to reconcile that with my upbringing and 

separate the two. The reality of Christ and the 

church and what the Word says is so much dif-

ferent than my background.

Now, that doesn’t mean I write proselytizing 

songs. If that comes out, it comes out of me 

because it’s organic. It’s not an agenda. I’m also 

just a secular rock and roll artist. I don’t think 

we need to pigeonhole and categorize every 

person who professes faith and makes music.

There are those who feel a calling in their 

lives to preach and share Christ directly. I go off 

inspiration as an artist, and it always reflects 

accurately what’s really going on in my life. On 

the new record, there is definitely some mate-

rial that is directly about my relationship with 

God and where I am spiritually, but that’s just 

honesty without an agenda. I don’t approach 

every song with a preconceived idea to do that. 

I am just thankful to God that he is able to use 

me in spite of myself. I am thankful that I have 

been able to be inspired by my faith in God and 

what Christ has done in my life.

Do you have any specific advice for 
readers dealing with substance abuse and/
or depression at this moment?

I think the first thing I can say is get help. 

Don’t be afraid to ask for it. Don’t be afraid to 

share with someone else what is really going 

on with you. And it’s OK. There is nothing 

to feel guilty or shameful about. Tell your 

pastor, your teacher or your best friend. It’s 

not a death sentence; you can get out. Don’t 

feel trapped, and don’t feel like there isn’t a 

solution, because there is. The first step is 

just raising your hand and saying, “I need 

help.” It’s as simple as that.

In some ways you can’t control how 
people remember you. You can’t take back 
the decisions you have made. In your case, 
you have made a lot of decisions publicly, 
right and wrong, that in some senses have 
solidified your legacy. But in other senses, 
the book is still being written. When peo-
ple mention your name 10 years down the 
road, what words or images do you want to 
be associated with?

Outside of this industry in general, 99 per-

cent of people think about the music when they 

think of my name. So I have to make sure I 

don’t allow the 1 percent to paint the picture of 

what my legacy really is. At the end of the day 

I just want to be remembered as someone who 

poured his heart and soul into his music and 

was honest in everything he did.

CONTINUED...
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monitors – they’re all just tiny little 

dots, a mirage. It’s a fantasy. It’s 

not real. It’s pretend. And I always 

wanted to have a real girlfriend, 

and not something that was a pic-

ture on paper. It was kind of that 

concept I’ve had for years, since I 

was younger. So the song kind of 

plays on, ‘I have a girlfriend, blah 

blah blah …’ and the song kind of 

leads you on and reveals later that 

the girlfriend is a bunch of little 

dots. It’s a mirage. It’s the rip-off 

that pornography is.”

Lust Control flicked the dust off 

of a previously unrecorded song 

called “Finger” and put it on the 

new record. Van Pelt explains the 

importance of the track. “We had 

a cassette album/demo EP called 

Feminazi,” he said, “and that had, 

like, four songs on it, and those 

kind of showed this direction more 

– kind of serious, musically. It 

wasn’t all fun and games, like fun-

punk-rock with a joke or punch 

line with a chorus. We wrote a 

song called ‘Finger’ back in ‘94 

and we played it live at least a few 

times. When we got back together, 

that was one of the first songs we 

wanted to start playing. I brought 

up the idea of recording it, and 

we really wanted to give that song 

its proper justice, because it was a 

great song – we all thought – and 

it never got recorded. So that’s the 

““Deep down inside we’re all sinners, but people 
put themselves on a pedestal. I just want honesty.”

—Impending Doom vocalist Brook Reeves

CONTINUED...

me and, while he’s not a Christian, he was convict-

ing me. There were times where I took a step back 

and I’m thinking, ‘Dude, he’s preaching at me.’ 

God is using him. He wouldn’t do it deliberately, 

but he’d go straight biblical on me. And it ended 

up being incredible.”

In 2011, Impending Doom left Facedown 

Records and joined Entertainment One (eOne) 

Music, and Death Will Reign is the band’s sec-

ond full-length release on the independent label. 

Discussing the departure from Facedown, Reeves 

was candid in his response. “Simply put, our 

contract was up with Facedown, and I can’t say 

enough about them. One of the most respected 

labels out there. The best people. But we really 

wanted to go on a bigger scale, and eOne had the 

resources for it. That’s part of why we were able to 

work with Will, and the production value is even 

more important at eOne, and that was big for us.”

Speaking to the band’s mission, Reeves wears 

his heart on his sleeve, and he speaks for the 

band when he says, “I really just want people who 

hear our music to know they have a purpose. To 

know that Jesus loves them, more than they love 

themselves. My whole life I’ve always seen people 

that are broken and strung out on drugs. I always 

wonder what possesses people to give up every-

thing that they have for a drug. Like, when God 

gives us the choice between heaven or the gutter, 

we will pick the gutter every time. I just want to be 

part of band that says no. It’s sad that sometimes 

we love to watch the train wreck of people. We 

want to offer Jesus more than anything. Yeah, 

we want to sell T-shirts and merch and stuff, but 

when I compare the two, it sounds stupid to men-

tion a CD or a shirt over the kingdom.”

Impending Doom, and particularly Reeves, 

looks up to other bands in the genre and appreci-

ates what they do for furthering the metal scene. 

We got the chance to talk about who they’d love 

to work with, if anyone, and Reeves is right on 

target with a band like Oh, Sleeper. “Dude, Micah 

(Kinard) is a beast. That guy is so in tune with 

God and I really kept in touch with him over the 

years after we toured with Oh, Sleeper. He’s a 

super knowledgeable guy, very passionate about 

the Lord and the kids. He’s doing it for the right 

reasons.” 

When it comes to the music industry, Reeves 

wants more loyalty and integrity to come out 

among bands, particularly in the metal scene. 

“Everyone wants to be a rock star now. Everybody 

wants the million-dollar check. They want to do 

whatever they can to make it to that point, and 

sometimes that involves crushing friends of 10 

years. Or when they make money, they become 

completely different people, even Christians. 

Deep down inside, we’re all sinners. We all fall 

short. But people put themselves on a pedestal. 

You’re expected to be on your A-game at all times. 

I just want a little more loyalty, honesty and 

integrity. If that happened, there’d be more honest 

musicians rather than pop stars that are all dolled 

up, fake and plastic. Greed is such a powerful 

thing.”

Death Will Reign is a mature step for Impending 

Doom, allowing them to cover broader topics 

and allow Reeves to show his heart through his 

writing with the group. The album is heavier than 

any of their previous material, and it’s almost 

a perfect blend of the intensity of their debut 

with the conscious lyrical content of their more 

recent material. Ranging from different styles 

like speed-metal or outright deathcore, there’s 

one thing that Impending Doom focuses on: their 

mission to reach the world, in whatever way God 

calls them. As Reeves said to me, “I live Jesus, I 

die Jesus. That’s pretty much how it’s going to go.”

‘DOOM’ CONTINUED FROM PAGE 41 ‘LUST CONTROL’ CONTINUED 
FROM PAGE 61
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“It really conveys how fragile our humanity is 
and how we’re utterly reliant on God.”

—Lust Control bassist John Wilson

CONTINUED...CONTINUED...

impetus that really got this whole ‘recording an 

album’ going.”

“Faith Don’t Fail Me Now” conveys a poignant 

message: “I tried to put myself in someone else’s 

shoes when I wrote the song,” Van Pelt says. “It’s 

about a parent’s child who has a disease and, 

according to the doctors, is going to die before (the 

child) ever becomes an adult. That’s a tragedy that 

happens all over the place. I’m not going to name 

the disease; I’m not going to name anything else, 

but I imagined the heartache that a parent would 

have – knowing every moment they see is going to 

be cut short, dramatically, before they reach the age 

of 20. And so I’m just trying to put myself in those 

shoes. I wrote the song purposely with a couple 

flaws in it. One, it would have no resolution. It’s 

just kind of a lament, and I tried to capture the raw 

emotion of when you’re crying out to God. ‘Please. 

Please, please, please, I’m begging you. Don’t let this 

happen,’ where the parent is just full-tilt leaning 

into God. I wanted to capture that raw emotion and 

not have any resolution to it. Not have the typical 

Christian happy song that has a nice happy end-

ing, where that child gets healed and everything’s 

happy. But just this moment of time where they’re 

crying out to God. … I’ve been through some suffer-

ing in the past year and a half, with the divorce and 

the end of my 20-year marriage covenant. So that 

was what I drew into when I laid down the tracks 

in the studio. We’ve only performed it once, and 

the audience seemed to really think it was personal 

and kind of believed the performance, too. It’s a real 

important song for me on the album, and I’m pretty 

pleased with it so far. Maybe God can use that song 

to help people. One other thing that has a flaw in it 

is the phrase for the title, ‘faith don’t fail me now.’ 

That’s flawed theology. We don’t really have faith 

in faith, but I was kind of playing on the words ‘feet 

don’t fail me now.’ I need to run away from this bear 

that’s chasing me. Feet don’t fail me now.”

Wilson added his perspective to the same song: 

“That component of lacking a resolution in the 

song, I think, is magical in a way because it con-

veys desperation without having to have a neat, 

tidy conclusion to it. It really conveys humanity 

and how fragile our humanity is and how we’re 

utterly reliant on God. Maybe that’s why the night 

we played it at a recent concert, I think it was two 

or three people went out of their way to tell me 

that was the one that got to them the most. I think 

it’s because it’s honest, and stylistically it’s not, 

you know, full-throttle metal or punk. But in an 

emotional way, it’s a barn-burner.” 

“Make Money and Die,” the fast, souped-up, 

hard-driving rocker, is the first single off the 

album. Van Pelt got the song from a crony who 

helped produce the new album. 

“My old friend, Paul Q-Pek, who started the 

band with me, we asked him to kind of be a pro-

ducer for us on this album, just to have a second 

set of ears there, to give us some production help,” 

he said. “He did some pre-production with us and 

listened to our songs and made a couple sugges-

tions. But this is a song he brought to the table. 

I asked him about producing; he brought about 

four or five songs to the table. And he said, ‘This 

one’s a hit.’ He wrote the music and he wrote the 

lyrics for it. He didn’t write any music and show 

us any chord charts.”

Tiny Little Dots is guitar-heavy and well-pro-

duced. The songwriting and honesty really shine 

throughout the track listing. “It wasn’t as con-

trived as past efforts,” Van Pelt admits, “where 

we had this serious ministry where we were 

addressing sexual sins from a biblical viewpoint. 

It wasn’t necessarily that we were trying to make 

all the songs fit into that ministry imprint of who 

we were. ‘Fire Ants’ was just kind of a goofball 

song. These are songs that came as a result of us 

getting together and being creative. All four of us 

have remained friends. Each of these four guys 

are solid guys that have something they can share 

with people that will bear fruit because God is at 

work in their lives. God has brought them those 

things, and God’s been their anchor. So, because 

all of us have that common faith, it’s going to come 

out in the art we make, whether we try to repress 

it or purposely express it or not. So this is kind of 

natural in a sense, at least it felt that way for me. 

It wasn’t so much where there was a big strategy. 

A lot of the songs didn’t have a pre-conceived 

concept or a notion when they were being writ-

ten. It’s kind of a natural expression of who we 

are, and we all have been captivated by Jesus and 

(His) love that has changed our lives. Each of us 

has a story about how that’s happened in our life. 

It’s really awesome to be friends with these guys, 

and to make music with them is just a blast.” 

Lust Control was wearing masks long before 

Slipknot or even Mushroomhead. Don’t expect 

an acoustic, unmasked tour for this album. “We 

have already started to change our masks,” 

Borrero revealed. “Some of us are wearing hair 

extensions, some of us are wearing wigs.”  

“It’s just kind of a collaboration of tunes with-

out much forethought as far as making a singular 

statement,” Roberts said. “’There Go I.’ You look 

around and judge people at how failed they are 

and how foolish and how stupid they are, but 

there I can go, too. I can do stupid and foolish 

things as well, even after being a believer for 30 

years. So it goes from the more deep and mean-

ingful thing, obviously, to much more levity.” 

Wilson concluded, “I agree we didn’t necessar-

ily have a particular point with the album going 

in. But I hope it comes through that a relationship 

with God is totally possible, yet very hard to 

accomplish outside of obedience. If you’re having 

a hard time with God, you’re probably doing it 

right.” 
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There aren’t many bands 
as secure in who they are 
as Stryper. They know who 
they are as a band, and that 
confidence shows in both the 
songwriting and sound of the 
band’s 10th studio album, No 
More Hell to Pay.

You have to have thick skin 
to make it for as long as they 
have. They’ve been ground-
breaking, popular, a trend, 

ridiculed, bore the brunt of 
every Christian metal joke and 
now, after almost 20 years 
as a band, they’re releasing 
what vocalist Michael Sweet 
is teasing as the best album of 
their career.

The scary thing? He’s 
probably right.

No More Hell to Pay is 
redeeming. It doesn’t feel 
like a band that started off in 

black and yellow leotards and 
Aqua Net big hair trying to 
relive their youth. It feels like 
a band in their prime, releasing 
a sophomore powerhouse to 
a debut that had the streets 
talking.

Michael Sweet’s voice is 
golden. There were times 
listening where I’d stop what 
I was doing just to make sure 
I heard what I heard. The 

songwriting is great; the record 
moves well as a whole, yet each 
song carries an individuality 
you don’t find much in an age 
where your “album” is four 99 
cent singles and filler.

The only major flaw on the 
record is that they decided to 
cover “Jesus is Just Alright,” 
the Doobie Brothers hit 
that should be banned from 
every band’s set list, and not 

Stryper’s latest exudes confidence,
talent and seasoned songwriting

Stryper
No More Hell
to Pay

Frontiers
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just faith-based bands. It 
should have been retired 
years ago, the day after 
DC Talk covered it on their 
monumental Jesus Freak 
album. The album was 
great at 11 original songs, 
but with the longest song 
coming in at track four 
as a cover, it feels wholly 
unnecessary. If they had to 
cover something, I would 
have rather have heard 
them do some Iron Maiden 
or another one of the 
band’s influences. (The life 
has been sucked out of the 
Doobie Brothers classic, 
and despite its stellar 
harmonies, we don’t need 
“Jesus” in the title to cover 
it.) The song choice is 
awful enough, but the band 
doesn’t bring anything new 
to the song.

Song choice notwith-
standing, Stryper has hung 
around long enough to 
weather the trend cycle. 
With groups like Steel 
Panther and Black Veil 
Brides garnering press and 
the public eye these days, 
it’s clear their glam metal 
sound is coming back 
to sellable success. The 
album art is phenomenal. 
Their stage show is always 
a blast. As a package, the 
band is seasoned, and with 
the power of these tracks 
behind them, they can 
surely secure a spot on 
your playlists.

If you thought the re-
cord was going to be a joke, 
you’d be wrong. It easily 
withstands the blind taste 
test, and it should remind 
you of when Stryper was 
doing their groundbreak-
ing, larger-than-life yellow 
and black attack. They 
may not be yellow and 
black anymore, but they’re 
definitely back. 

—DAVID STAGG

Two years ago, Five Iron 
Frenzy launched a Kick-
starter campaign to fund 
a new record, and it was 
wildly successful. It allowed 
for Five Iron to deliver their 
first new studio album in 10 
years; it may have been a 
torturous wait for some, but 
Engine of a Million Plots is 
finally here. Worth the wait, 
the record is such a great 
fresh breath of air. Some 
of the tracks feel like they 
could be a part of a movie 
soundtrack (“We Own the 
Skies,” “I Am Jack’s Smirk-
ing Revenge”).

There are great pop 
sensibilities, married 
perfectly with great 
traditional reggaeton ska, 
like on the track “Someone 
Else’s Problem.” Engine of 
a Million Plots comes close 
to songwriting perfection; 
Reese Roper is a master 
lyricist, and along with 
bandmates Scott Kerr and 
Dennis Culp, the band 
has written some of the 
best lyrics I have heard all 
year. If you are looking for 
something different than 
the waterfall of forgotten 
pop tracks, Engine of a 
Million Plots is a record you 
should listen to. If you’re 
going to make a comeback 
after a decade, Engine of 
a Million Plots is the way 
to do it.

—ROB HOUSTON

Impending Doom’s 
new album, Death Will 
Reign, is a shining example 
of every era from the 
California-based death-
core masters. This album 
captures the in-your-face 
feel of their 2012 release, 
Baptized in Filth, the raw 
brutality of Nailed. Dead. 
Risen. (2007) and the 
dynamic fury of There Will 
Be Violence (2010) and The 
Serpent Servant (2009). 
And now, with Death Will 
Reign, Impending Doom 
has blown past the limits 
of what has come to be ex-
pected of them and given 
a whole new twist to their 
patented style of self-pro-
claimed “goreship.”

Starting out with the 
signature Impending 
Doom aggressive intro-
duction on “Ravenous Dis-
ease,” it doesn’t slow down 
at all with the back-to-back 
brutality of their first 
single, “Death Will Reign,” 
and the black-metal in-
fused “Beyond the Grave.” 
This album delivers huge 
breakdowns (“My Own 
Maker,” “Rip, Tear, and 
Burn”), lighter instrumen-
tal bridges (“Doomsday”) 
and face-melting blast 
beats (“Endless,” “Live or 
Die”).

But there are two songs 
that show the softer side 
of Impending Doom on 
this album. The first is the 

lighter harmonies of “My 
Blood,” but it’s the closing 
track of the album, “The 
Great Divine,” that gives 
you the tear-jerking ballad-
ry you don’t commonly 
find in an Impending Doom 
piece. This album truly 
shows both the history 
and future of these kings 
of deathcore and also that 
there is more to the boys 
from California than most 
people would expect.

Death Will Reign is a 
magnificent example of 
true deathcore brilliance. 
It encapsulates more than 
just the history of a killer 
band, but also the overall 
spirit of what Impending 
Doom stands for. It truly 
is the capstone of what the 
band has done thus far, and 
also makes you wonder, 
what could they possibly 
do next?

For fans of As I Lay 
Dying, Suicide Silence and 
For Today. 

—JUSTIN CROTEAU

This reanimated Corpse 
hails from Kentucky and 
unabashedly plays old 
school death metal – from 
way back when death was 
the subject matter, not a 
particular style. Corpse 
has been kicking around 
for 20 years, putting out 

demos once in a while, and 
this EP of new material is 
similar: only five songs. (A 
bonus disc is included with 
older demos, including 
some with their late pre-
vious singer, though.) The 
style is still predominantly 
thrash with solos aplenty 
and fierce skin bashing, 
with some death and doom 
influences. Think of a cross 
between Pennsylvania’s 
Sacrament and the U.K.’s 
Seventh Angel. The grisly 
graveyard scene on the al-
bum cover fits right in with 
today’s zombie fascination.

—CHRIS GATTO

False Idle’s California or 
Bust EP is a collection of 
acoustic versions of previ-
ously released songs by the 
band. (They come from a 
combination of the band’s I 
Refuse EP and their debut 
full-length album, Threat.) 
Hailing from Boise, 
Idaho, the Thumper Punk 
Records band, fronted 
by lead vocalist Sef Idle, 
has produced exceptional 
acoustic versions of several 
of his full band’s songs. 
As with any music, toning 
down the original to an 
acoustic version can be 
a bit of a challenge, but 
False Idle has managed to 
recreate its own songs into 
quiet-yet-upbeat treasures 
that still pack a punch. 

False Idle
California or Bust

Thumper Punk

Five Iron Frenzy
Engine of a
Million Plots

Department of Biophysics

Corpse
Among the Dead

Martyrdom

Impending Doom
Death Will Reign

Entertainment One
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Notable tracks include 
“I Refuse,” “Retaliate,” 
“Threat” and “Where Do 
We Go.”

—SARAH BREHM

Arguably one of the 
most intriguing and 
controversial rock vocalists 
of the new millennium, the 
Grammy-winning Scott 
Stapp releases his first 
solo offering since 2005 
here with Proof of Life. 
Produced by the renowned 
Howard Bensen (Creed, 
Bon Jovi) and mixed by 
equally prevalent Chris 
Lord-Alge (Breaking 
Benjamin, The Used), 
Proof of Life opens with the 
hard-hitting single “Slow 
Suicide,” but shortly after 
the second track, “Who I 
Am,” it immediately lets 
up.

The first two tracks 
are impressive as Stapp 
demonstrates his remark-
ably improved vocal range 
and songwriting abilities, 
both on display over top 
of guitar riffs much too 
heavy for a Creed record. 
But from there, Stapp 
suddenly slows it down for 
three straight tracks, the 
casualty being “Only One” 
— by far the most catchy 
and repeatable song on the 
record — is preceded by 
two pedestrian Hinder-es-
que ballads.

From there, the album 
takes a complete nosedive 
into mediocrity. The 
next three tracks feature 
cheesy, overused one-lin-
ers and underwhelming 
melodies and instrumen-
talism. (One song is even 
named “Jesus Was a Rock 
Star.”) The album ends 
with two songs reminiscent 
of the classic Creed sound, 
which came as a relief after 
the previous onslaught of 
disarray. Stapp, charac-
terizing this album as “the 
most honest record I have 
ever written,” is puzzling, 
especially when we find 
out that literally, on every 
song, Stapp had different 
people co-write. This, at 
least, gives the chaotic 
nature of the album some 
explanation, but is far from 
an excuse for an artist so 
prominent.

Indeed, Proof of Life has 
a few exceptional songs 
that we’re sure to keep in 
our library, but Stapp really 
needs to hammer down a 
musical direction and stick 
with it to go along with his 
message of hope.

—MATTHEW MIKA

Polyvalent: an adjective 
in which something has 
different functions, forms 
or facets, an adjective that 
not only can matchlessly 
describe this project, but 

also feels rightly suiting for 
this group’s name.

Mark Nicks (formerly 
of Cool Hand Luke) and 
Robbie Williamson (of 
Quiet Science) bring us 
Want, their collaborative 
debut album as Flori-
da-based duo Polyvalent. 
A product of a successful 
Kickstarter campaign, the 
album was recorded at 
Glow in the Dark Studios 
in Atlanta with production 
from Steven Tracy of The 
Myriad.

A moody and greatly 
ambitious album, Nicks 
and Williamson really 
took advantage of this 
opportunity to express 
their influences that didn’t 
necessarily fit with the vibe 
of their respective bands. 
No matter how much you 
adored their other groups, 
you will find there’s no 
trace of either on this 
album.

The dynamic in Nicks’ 
songwriting, though still 
thought-provoking and 
pensive, has changed so 
profoundly; it is, above 
anything else, most unex-
pected from what we’ve 
heard from him. Darker 
and not-that-lovely, the 
songs have an eerie sensa-
tion that have you feeling 
some sort of “honesty” 
is not far behind, lurking 
somewhere in the shadows.

I guess this is an 
accomplishment for these 
two, as their intentions 
were to write from more 
personal experiences. Want 
personifies a great display 
of emotion through the 
feats of not only growing 
and finding purpose as a 
human, but also the role of 
faith in it all.

Want certainly feels like 
a worthy proving ground 
for the concepts that will 

take the band into the 
future, and much like any 
album, multiple listens can 
only improve its worth.

—CHELC EAVES

Black Leather is the 
brainchild of Chilean psy-
chotherapist Zvi Tacussis. 
Therefore, one might slyly 
suggest that Black Leather 
– along with Diamoth, 
Anima Mortuum and his 
other one-man bands – 
are the extreme musical 
outlets for Zvi’s multiple 
personalities. Zvi’s moon-
lighting activities aside, 
Black Leather fits outside 
the black metal trappings 
of his other bands, and is 
described by him as punk 
and crust metal – the likes 
of which are unparalleled 
in Christian music right 
now. The style and tempo 
vary greatly on this release, 
carried by croaking and 
shouting vocals, sometimes 
in English, sometimes in 
Spanish. This is truly a 
unique metal record. It’s 
hard to believe that one 
man is responsible for 
the brilliant artistry and 
strong Christian message 
displayed here. I appreciate 
the packaging, as well; 
there are two versions 
of State of Freedom, the 
normal version and the 

awesome “Cadillac” 
version, handmade from 
faux leather with patches 
for pages that includes the 
Hall of Pain demo.

—CHRIS GATTO

You’re going to need 
one hour, nine minutes and 
45 seconds of uninter-
rupted listening time to 
fully immerse yourself in 
Young Ocean’s Advent. 
Young Oceans, originating 
from an alternative worship 
project at Trinity Grace 
Church in New York City, 
experiments with hymn 
writing, arranging and 
deviating slightly from 
the typical worship sound. 
Advent will draw you in with 
trance-like ambiance, and 
you’ll suddenly find your-
self in a quiet, meditative 
place with God. 

With many of the tracks 
being simply instrumental, 
this album is meant for 
introspective worship, for 
taking time away from 
our hectic lives and sitting 
still to reflect on what a 
wonderful God we have. 
As I listened to the album, 
Psalm 46:10 kept popping 
into my head: “Be still, 
and know that I am God.” 
When you need a still, 
peaceful moment away 
for this chaotic world, let 
Advent be your soundtrack. 

—SARAH BREHM

Black Leather
State of Freedom

Nokternal Hemizphear

Young Oceans
Advent (Deluxe)

Street Talk

Polyvalent
Want

Independent

Scott Stapp
Proof of Life

Wind-Up
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Lust Control, a four-
piece punk rock band out 
of Texas, has brought more 
than just their namesake 
to the topic list on their 
latest release, Tiny Little 
Dots, covering subjects 
like bullying, greed and, of 
course, sex. They dish out 
some classic sounds and 
must-hear lyrics on this 
record.

Tiny Little Dots starts 
out, as you’d expect, 
confronting sexual topics, 
on the track “Fingers.” 
With lyrics like, “Get your 
fingers out of her pants,” 
and, “Put your face on the 
floor,” it’s pretty obvious 
they don’t fool around 
with sugarcoating their 
message. This is found 
throughout their album, 
whether it be bullying 
(“Bully”), ungrateful 
friends (“Dear John”), 
greed (“Make Money and 
Die”) and even a song 
about the annoyance of 
fire ants (“Fire Ants”).

OK, so they may not be 
100 percent serious all of 
the time, but Lust Control 
does do a phenomenal job 
of getting its topics across 
in a no-nonsense, straight-
forward way. The truth, 
though, is that the music 
behind the words isn’t 
anything special. If you like 
raw, punk rock music, this 

album embraces the earlier 
days of punk and is a solid 
listen.

For fans of Grave Rob-
ber, MxPx and CR33.

—JUSTIN CROTEAU

Swedish metalcore 
band Safemode – who 
leans more towards the 
punk side of the metalcore 
genre, but still delivers that 
familiar metalcore punk 
– is at their best on Gold 
Digger, a fine example of 
their heavily punk-infused 
metalcore style. 

Gold Digger is a four-
track release that leans 
towards post-hardcore at 
times (“Last Push”), as well 
as some heavy hardcore 
sentiments on the track 
“Gold Digger: Sam.” The 
track “Another Day Will 
Haunt You” stands out, 
as it carries some serious 
groove metal throughout 
the song, accompanied by 
a beautifully sung bridge. 
The final track on this 
sweeping powerhouse is in-
strumental track “Pursuit 
of Fame.” When you put it 
all together, you may think 
it would come up short, 
but this album carries you 
on a journey you’d be hard 
pressed to match with any 
10-track album on the 
market today.

The only downside 
to this album is that, on 

some of the tracks, the 
instruments sound a little 
stale and cliché (“Gold 
Digger: Sam”), but due 
to the diversity found on 
this album, it never makes 
any of the songs boring. 
Safemode’s Gold Digger is 
a punk-soaked metalcore 
album that carries an 
emotional pitch to keep 
you coming back to it.

For fans of Blindside, 
In Flames and Demon 
Hunter.

—JUSTIN CROTEAU

Dorean Lives’ A Cold 
Fire from the One I Loved 
is one of the best rock al-
bums of 2013. Combining 
almost every element that 
has made rock famous, 
Dorean Lives’ new album is 
six years in the making and 
was worth the extra wait. 

Combining sympho-
ny (“A Cold Fire From 
The One I Loved”), hard 
rocking riffs (“Shores,” 
“The Fear That Brought 
Us”), beautiful ballad work 
(“These Dark Matters”) 
and even some punk influ-
ences (“Fated to Repeat”), 
this debut has three key 
themes that make it as 
good as it is. The first is 
diversity. This album is able 
to cover so many musical 
styles, but still manages to 
keep its hard rock roots. 

Secondly, the group’s 
impact-driven instrumen-
tal pieces. The biggest 
standout is the hard hitting 
drum work on this album, 
which brings a wide scope 
of emotions into the in-
strumental delivery. Lastly, 
there’s the powerful vocal 
performance. Most bands 
in the current rock world 
tend to go for the high-
er-pitch vocal performance 
through and through, but 
the boys in Dorean Lives 
bring a wide-variety of 
vocal styles, from a deep 
rasp to a high crescendo. 
With all this put together, 
you get the brilliance that 
is A Cold Fire From The One 
I Loved.

For fans of The Smash-
ing Pumpkins, Gaslight 
Anthem, Anberlin.

—JUSTIN CROTEAU

Life as a Ghost’s new EP, 
Perception, may be brief, 
but it packs its fair share 
of memorable moments. 
Oddly, it starts out slow, 
and the five-song collection 
takes a while to achieve 
liftoff. Opener “S[K]
in Deep” is a solid slab of 
modern metalcore, kicking 
off with an ominous array 
of winding guitars and drum 
blasts, and “Bear Trap” 
packs a gut punch. But the 
licks lack imagination, and 
the clean choruses, while 

mildly catchy, aren’t any-
thing you couldn’t find on a 
typical Rise Records release. 
Fortunately, the record 
picks up steam with the final 
three tracks. The crunchy 
metallic chords on “Re:Ver-
sions” give way to spare, 
melodic verses showcasing 
shimmering guitar textures 
and vocalist Nick Prainito’s 
considerable range. The 
song also boasts some of the 
record’s most compelling 
lyrics (“The world is wrapped 
in black and white, it’s like a 
masquerade / Disguising all 
my traits, keeping the light 
away”). “Foreign Tongues” is 
an epic closer, and the best 
representation of Life as a 
Ghost’s collective talents. 
Guitarists Jerry DeLorenzo 
and Nick Viscovich lay 
down some fine axe work — 
particularly the reverb-en-
hanced leads on the chorus 
— while drummer Ray 
Altamura holds down the 
fort with some intense, fo-
cused beats. The track ends 
with somber piano chords 
and Prainito’s anguished 
cries. Overall, Perception is 
a confident work by a band 
that continues to evolve.

—JEFF SISTRUNK

From the first few 
measures of Cast Out, 
Dallas-based hardcore 
quintet Sleep Now estab-
lishes its raw, in-your-face 

Lust Control
Tiny Little Dots

Rottweiler

Sleep Now
Cast Out

Independent

Safemode
Gold Digger

JONO

Dorean Lives
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Versus Angels debut 

EP came out almost a year 

ago, but is just now gaining 

momentum through their 

single, “Just Alright.” The 

band was brought together 

by He is Legend’s touring 

guitarist, Worth Weaver, in 

2011 and offers a few solid 

songs for fans of alternative 

rock; musically, the band 

falls somewhere between 

Armor for Sleep and the 

Spill Canvas interpretations 

of modern rock. The songs 

are catchy but without much 

lyrical substance; talented, 

but not noticeably original. 

The song “Just Alright” has 

all the elements the band does 

best. It starts with a simple 

but catchy guitar opening 

and then jumps to a short 

pre-chorus and an easy-to-re-

member chorus. People that 

are introduced to them in 

concert will be able to learn 

the chorus instantly and shout 

along, “Everything’s gonna 

be just alright / everything’s 

gonna be just OK / Just know 

we’ll make it out alive.” 

Listeners will walk away with 

the words in their head even if 

they don’t offer much creativi-

ty. This band is in the position 

to get some moderate airplay 

on both Christian and secular 

alternative stations.

Fans of The Chariot will 

notice a familiar guest vocalist 

in the middle of the track 

“We’re Only Human.” For the 

second time in a few months, 

Charlie Chaplin reprises his 

speech from the 1940 comedy, 

“The Great Dictator.” The 

quote is significantly shorter 

this time around, but doesn’t 

flow as well with the song’s 

lyrical themes. It worked 

perfectly on The Chariot’s One 

Wing album, but seems out of 

place on Versus Angel’s debut. 

Maybe next time they’ll use 

a speech from his debut film, 

“The Kid,” instead.

—SEAN HUNCHERICK

Versus Angels’ 
‘Human’ leaves 
more to be desired

Versus Angels
We’re Only Human

Independent

THE SONGS ARE 
CATCHY BUT WITHOUT 

MUCH LYRICAL
SUBSTANCE;

TALENTED, BUT
NOT NOTICEABLY 

ORIGINAL.

M.O. “Hate Bitten” 
packs aggressive shouts, 
buzz-saw riffs and a touch 
of ambient melody into a 
two-minute stretch. From 
there, the record speeds 
by at a breathless clip, as 
Sleep Now delivers its 
message of brokenness 
and redemption with equal 
parts vitriol and grace. On 
the first single, “Choke,” 
frontman Jesse Rocha’s 
wrenching, self-flagellating 
lyrics (“I’ve rejected purity 
/ Placed blame on human-

ity / Became my own can-
cer”) are sure to resonant 
with many listeners.

But the band hammers 
home the presence of 
God’s mercy in passages 
like the aching outro to 
the standout track, “Cast 
Out.” (“You’ve got to 
learn to lean on your faith 
/ The only truth, the only 
way / The only life that 
won’t fade away.”) You can 
almost feel the surge of 
the mosh pit on Cast Out, 
which recalls Gideon with 

its use of impassioned gang 
vocals. Drummer Trevor 
Adams’ technical, driving 
beats are a highlight of the 
record, and the guitar work 
— while fairly no-frills — is 
brutally effective.

While some of the 
tracks could’ve benefited 
from extended running 
times to allow Sleep Now 
to further explore their 
creativity, Cast Out is still 
a compelling, spirit-filled 
hardcore release.

—JEFF SISTRUNK

Two years ago, Icon for 
Hire exploded onto the 
rock-and-roll scene when 

the band’s debut album, 
Scripted, had Tooth & 
Nails’ highest-selling first 
week of any debut in the 
label’s history. Needless to 
say, fans have been eagerly 
awaiting their self-titled 
sophomore release.

At the core of this 
album is the track “Rock 
and Roll Thugs,” a very 
honest song that many 
Christians can relate to; it 
tells the story of a person 
growing up surrounded by 
the oppressive idea that 

Icon for Hire
Icon for Hire

Tooth & Nail
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rock ‘n’ roll music is evil. 
“You said the demons and 
drugs,” sings frontwoman 
Ariel Bloomer, “Hide in 
rock and roll thugs / If 
I want to grow up nice, 
I better give the music 
up.” Fighting this notion 
is really what drives the 
frustrated, sarcastic and 
often angry lyrics on the 
rest of the album.

The weirdly catchy 
rap-infused “Sugar and 
Spice” and heavily electron-
ic “Pop Culture” each deal 
with fighting the expected 
stereotypes that we’re 
constantly bombarded with 
in every facet of our lives. 
In “Nerves,” Bloomer sings, 
“Oh, I hate your static pace 
/ you ask no questions, let 
things be / All you people 
never learn and your heart 
gets on my nerves.”

Musically, the album is 
like the distant cousin of 
Scripted, which was filled 
with heavy rock ‘n’ roll 
laced with pop and elec-
tronic elements. This soph-
omore album very quickly 
goes into a different and 
interesting direction, 
drawing influences from 
pop and rap with a very 
strong dose of electroni-
ca. It takes some getting 
used to, but ultimately, it’s 
extremely entertaining. 

—SARAH BREHM

When you read a band’s 
list of musical influences, 
you can usually assume you 
will hear bits and pieces of 
those artists within their 
music, and this is true with 
Of Eyes That See, as their 
list names Skillet, Breaking 
Benjamin and Flyleaf, 
among others, as their 
influences. Their five-track 
debut EP, Empty Shadows, 
mixes heavy drop-tuned 
guitars with girl-fronted, 
catchy pop-rock vocals 
in a way that should have 
the Southern California 
three piece making waves 
nationally very soon. 
Recorded with Confide 
drummer Joel Piper, the 
production value of the 
record is rather satisfacto-
ry, although he could have 
maintained the continuity 
of the album and left out 
his guest vocal spot on the 
final song, “Serenity,” as 
it felt forced and out of 
place.

Seventeen-year-old 
Tiffany Sinko showcases 
a soaring set of pipes and 
some killer melodies to 
offset the barrage of mod-
ern rock sound. Her song 
structure and music itself, 
reminiscent of Breaking 
Benjamin, is very well 
written and produced, and 
it will definitely have those 
listening fully engaged 
(read: head banging). 
Despite the lyrics being a 
fairly elementary read, you 
can tell she’s being honest 
with herself and her listen-
ers. This can best be seen 
in the lyrics to “Damage” 
when she writes: “I wanna 
feel something that stays, 
something more than 
just my pain / Give me a 
second chance, and I will 
prove that I won’t fail.”

Given time to grow in 
her craft and process, the 

talented Sinko can be very 
influential as a player in the 
rock scene, as well as a role 
model for many young and 
aspiring female musicians.

—MATTHEW MIKA

If you’ve been a fan 
of Christian rock music 
for more than a decade, 
chances are you’ve seen 
Thousand Foot Krutch in 
concert, probably have an 
album or two and maybe 
even a signed a poster. 
TFK’s powerhouse single 
“Rawkfist,” included in this 
collection, was the anthem 
for Christian rock fans 
back in the day, so when 
I realized this song was 
released ten years ago, I 
finally felt a little old.

The Made in Canada: 
The 1998 – 2010 Collec-
tion celebrates 12 years 
of best-selling albums, 
numerous Dove Award 
nominations and hit singles 
from the Ontario-based 
band, Thousand Foot 
Krutch. This compilation 
features 10 tracks, span-
ning four of Thousand Foot 
Krutch’s most successfully 
albums (Phenomenon 
(2003), The Art of 
Breaking (2005), The 
Flame in All of Us (2007) 
and Welcome to the 
Masquerade (2009)), plus 
two previously unreleased 

tracks. The selected singles 
showcase TFK’s transi-
tion from the rap-rock/
nu-metal sound that was 
popular around the turn 
of the century, to a more 
alternative rock style 
speckled with melodic 
ballads.

The new track “Search-
light” is another quiet 
ballad, while “Complicate 
You” goes back to TFK’s 
roots of rap-rock.

—SARAH BREHM

I’m glad Living Sacri-
fice is back, and I don’t 
think I’m alone in that 
sentiment. It’s been three 
years since we’ve gotten 
a new studio album from 
the classic metalers, but 
it’s been over 20 since 
the band first started out 
in Little Rock, Arkansas. 
Ghost Thief does a won-
derful job of sounding like 
Living Sacrifice — which 
is, in and of itself, a compli-
ment since a lot of the 
“new” acts these days are 
borrowing from bands like 
For Today — but it’s rare 
to find a band this far along 
in their career release a 
monumental album. As 
Fitzhugh himself has said, 
it’s hard to put together an 
original album when you’ve 
got so much history with-
out rewriting your past.

The good thing is that 

their sound still holds up. 
Thrash and metal haven’t 
gone anywhere, but with 
metalcore’s mosh moving 
live ticket sales, it’s harder 
to sell metal to portions 
of today’s marketplace. 
It takes a band like Living 
Sacrifice to do it so well to 
warrant attention.

With an eerie swell, the 
record stars off churning 
into “Screwtape,” a track 
that features Demon 
Hunter frontman Ryan 
Clark. It’s a solid first single 
and it rolls along nicely, 
carrying a steady groove 
mixed in with some metal 
twinge and the band’s 
classic breed of old-school 
hardcore and thrash. (It 
reminds me a lot of Haste 
the Day.)

From there, LS con-
tinues to drive home their 
classic sound and songwrit-
ing style. Luckily enough, 
the next track, “Ghost 
Thief,” does a wonderful 
job of showcasing what the 
band can do with a basic 
breakdown. They manage 
to take a fairly straight-
forward song section and 
marry it with their song-
writing for a memorable 
bridge. (They do it even 
better later in the record 
on “Mask.”) It’s  flashes 
like these that make Ghost 
Thief worth listening to.

It’s not like Living 
Sacrifice had to put out 
a monumental record  
(they did not), and no one 
wants to come back from 
the dead with a mediocre 
release (they did not). 
The album succeeds on 
most fronts, but if we’re 
judging on all the merits in 
between, the bulk of the 
tracks blend in.

But you’re still going to 
want to own it. 

—DAVID STAGG
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