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Reverend Billys §
Unholy Wa

A performance arlist in a Clel ic's collar is
P

on a crusade against consumerism, franchise stores
and the loss of a sense of place.

By Jonathan Dee

n a Monday morning in Los

Angeles, in a half-empty strip-mall Starbucks on Reseda Boulevard, two
young women are declaring their love lor each other.

“I can’t keep it 10 myself any longer,” says the one with the
two-toned hair — who, judging by the {rowns and squeamish
stares from the other customers, has made lirtde enough of-
fort to keep it 1o hersell at all. Ske stands up. T love you!”
she says jovfully. “Brought 10 you by Monsanto!” Her com-
panion blanches. The standing woman, it emerges, has ob-
tained an endorsement deal {or their love, Her lover, not sur-
posingly, has reservations, and an argument ensues,

In trutiy, these two women are not a couple at all; they are
putting on 1 play, one of several being performed simulta-
neously inside the store. But this has not dawned yet on the
legitimate customers. Al they know 1s thar their Starbucks
routine has been hijacked somehow, They turn 1o cach other,
fricnds and strangers alike, with variants on the same ques-
tion: Is this for real?

Enter, from the parking lot, Reverend Billy.

Heis 6-foot-3, impossible not to Jook at in his white suir,
clerical collar and dyed-blond pompadour. He is also not a
real minsster — he is a New York-based performance anist
and activist named Bill Talen — but it generally takes people 2
minute or two to {igure that ouy, and this confusion over the
exact derivation of his authoriry is the space in which he
thrives. “Hallelujah!" he shouts through a white cardboard
megdphone as he bursts through the door. *“This is an abusive
place; children! It has landed in this neighborhood like a-
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Storefront Religion Roverend Billv perfonmes a“register exorcism™at a Wal-Mart in Panorama City, Calif,

space alien! The union-busting, the genetically-engineered
milk, the {ake hohemianism! But we don't have to be here,
children! This is the Good News!”

The “actors” — many of whom are members of the choir of
Reverend Billy's church, the Church of Stop Shopping — get
up from their chairs and surround Talen, hands in the air,
shouting, “Amen!” The manager of this paruicular Starbucks
outpost 1s officially beside herself, She may nat know what's
happening, but her first instinct is 1o try 10 prevent people
from raking pictures of ir.

Talen (pronounced TAH-lin) makes his way 1o the counter,
where he tries 10 lead the congregavion in a laving of hands on
the cash register. “We must exorcise this cash register,” he
shouts in his best Holy Roller cadence, “of the evil within it
By this time — as almast always happens — one customer has
taken it upon himself 1o come to the corporation’s defense;
he wrestles briefly with Talen, wha, tn uying to vauk the
counter (he is an athletic 52, but 52 nonetheless), zashes his
hand on the register. Things are threatening to spin out of
control, and Talen, who is on a tight schedule while in Los



The proper measure for a street preacher is not the number ol
souls he saves but the puritv of his exam).
an evangelical, even a fake one.

Angeles, has promised s wife and collaborartor,
Savitri Durkee {who 1s samewhere in the
crowd), that he will stop shortof being arrested.

“Let’s leave now, children!™ Le says. “Star-
bucks is over!” Followed by the choir menbers
and a few other acolytes, he exits onto Reseda
Boulevard and strides toward his next engage-
ment. As the adrenaline subsides, he looks down
at the palm of his hand, which has now bled ante
his white suit. “Srigmata,” he smiles.

What has he just accomplished? The one per-
son you can be sure will never again cross the
threshold of the Reseda Boulevard Starbucks is
Talen himself. {In fact, a subscquent court order
enjoins him from coming within 250 yards of
any of the 1,481 Starbucks {ranchises in the state
of California.} But the proper measure for any
street preacher is not the number of souls he
saves; it s the purity of his example. The road is
long and hard {or 2n evangelical, even a fake one,

CAN TRUE ACTIVISM be funny? Talen’s per-
formance would have to be categorized more as
guerritla theater than as activismy; to the extent
that the expansion of a business like Wal-Mart
{another of Reverend Billy's bites noives) s
ever successfully opposed — as recenly hap-
pened in Inglewoaod, Calif., via public referen-
dum — that apposition comes {rom unions and
grass-roots political organizations, not from
Brechtian street performers with self-described
“bad Elvis hair.”

Sull, the notion of politically motivated
pranksterism is enjoying a renaissance: consider
the career of Michael Moore, or the high-wire
irony of the fuke PAC Billionaires for Bush. By
playing, as he says, “the politicized Fool,” by
being willing to suffer embarrassment and
warse in a series of hushed quasi-public places,
he can, he has discovered, make these enter-
prises reveal themselves. At one of the 30-0dd
“retail interventions” {as he terms them) Talen
staged at the Times Square Disney Store, one
manager becarme so unhinged that he made the
following announcement: “Anyone who isnt
here to buy something will be arvested!” Who
satd irony was aver?

During the past seven years, Talen has made
himself a thorn in the paws of Walt Disney.
Nike, Home Depot, Barnes & Noble and any
other chain he says he views as casuafly de-
stroying the ssence of neighborhoods. Just
one day before the Reseda Boulevard Starbucks
intervention, he led 40 disciples to 1 Los An-
geles Wal-Mart for a bir of protest theater
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known as 2 Whirl. The participants enter sep-
arately, discreetly, as if they don’t know one an-
other; each grabs an empty shopping cart and
simply circulates through the acres of aisles
without stopping, falling in line behind other
empry carts as he or she encounters them unuil
a silent conga line of nonshappers forms, snak-
ing through the store in a hypnotic display of
commereial disobedience, It gets under the
skin of the store managers in a specracular way.
A spokeswoman for Wal-Mart, while recogniz-
inz Talen's name, wouldnt utter it herself, re-
ferring only — and repeatedly — 1o the corpo-
ration's general disregard for “special-interest
groups with specific agendas.”

o what 1s Talen's agenda? Just as the

God's Angry Man role steals back a

kind of musty, reactionary archetype

{(Lenny Bruce, onc of Talen's heroes,

had a right-wing evangelist persona as
well), Reverend Billy claims for the left a con-
cept usually owned by the right: conscrvatism.
The reason he condemns Starbucks or Wal-Mart
as “evil” doesn’t have so much to do with labor
practices (though he mentions those), or any
other tropes of the lefr, as with the destruction
of place, “We are drowning,” he likes to say in
his sermons, “in a sea of identical details!™ Tr's
hardly a fringe idea; in May the National Trust
for Historic Preservation purt the entre stare of
Vermont or its “endangered” list and laid the
blame explicitly at Wal-Mart’s door.

In a world where our neighborhoods are re-
configured daily by the expansion strategies of
anonymous businessmen, Talen has committed
himself to dhe idea that to think locally is to act
globally. He no longer stresses, as he used to,
bovcotts of companies he doesn’t like. Instead he
is determined o keep alive the collective mein-
ory of those communities that the chain stores
are equally determined w colonize. “We re-
member that this place used to be the Astor Rivi-
era Diner,”” he shouts at passers-by on Astor
Place in Greenwich Willage, where three Star-
bucks now face each other across an interseetion.
“We remember their famously abusive watiers!”

And now it’s his own community — New
York City — whose collecuive memory he
seems 10 feel is under attack. Angered to the
point of disequilibrium by what Lie considers
the Bush administration’s jacking of ground
zero for the purposes of staging “an carly west-
ern,” Talen will be working hard 1o, as he says,
“counternarrate’’ the season’s chief provoca-
tion, the Republican National Cenvention. On
Aug. 29, the day before the convention opens,
Reverend Billy will “marry™ (or remarry) any
couple who comes ta the Great Lawn in Cen-

tral Park, with the proviso that the wedding
vows must include a recitation of the First
Amendment, He will also protest, somehow,
on behalf of the Madisan Square Garden-area
vendors ordered by the police 10 shut down
and move on 1o make way for the G.O.2 And
in a scheme mspired by a recent trip 1o Bar-
celona — where store owners called the police
to report that Talen was “agitating” in stores he
never actually set foot in - he promises o un-
leash an army of some 70 imitation Reverend
Billys 1o preach all over Manhatan. “The col-
lars only cost five bucks,” he says happilyv

WHAT TALEN AND DURKEE now refer to as
“the Reverend Billy project” began in 1997
Talen — a Minnesotan by birth, raised by Duich
Calvinists — had lived for many years in San
Francisco, where he founded, and occasionally
performed in, a respected avant-garde theater
called Life on the Water (best remembered for
producing the work of Spalding Gray, whom
Talen can sull barely discuss without crying).
When the theater Jost its financing 1n 1994,
Talen moved to New York to join its legion of
actor-waiters. From his new home in Hell's
Kitchen —a reconditioned church, in fact — he
had a front-row scat for the extreme makeover
of Times Square.

It outraged him, and as he watched the area’s
businesses and residents being relocated to
make room for what he calls “an outdoor mall,”
he noticed that the most resistant were the
street preachers, whose profound eccentricity
still commanded a cerain respect. Though there
was a rather glaring difference between him and
them — they were, i Talen’s words, “flame-
throwing right-wing fundamenualists,” while
his own politics are somewhere left of liberal —
he had che basic fiery-eyed look, and the stature,
and the voice trained to make itself heard in the
last row. And so, with a collar bought ata cleri-
cal-supply shop and a white dinner jacket left
over from a catering job, he hit Tunes Square 1o
preach against ity destruction.

Around the corner from his makeshift pulpic
on Broadway sat the Hagship of the effort 1o
make Times Square safe for tourism, the Dis-
ney Store, and before long Talen decided 10
take the fight righe to i1; he entered the store
and began thunderously cammanding consum-
ers ta back away fromi the smiling swuficd
Mickeys that he condemned as the products of
sweatshop labor. These semi-regular visits soon
attracted the attention of the police. In turn,
Talen’s lonely crusade attracted aficionados of
both frnge theater (at the 1999-2020 Obie
Awards he wan a “‘special citation” for his Rev-
crend Billy work) and of left-wing resistance,



'The road is long and hard for

Talen started working with a direclor and put
together a choir. and the Church of Stop Shop-
ping was born.

The choir, lev it be sard, is no joke. Numbering
25 or so, rehearsing several hours a week and
perfomming for no pay, they sing Talen's polit-
ally inflected lyrics with genuine gospel chaps
that flatten irony. They are a diverse group in
terms of age and race. Some are professional mu-
sicians on a kind of businan’s holiday, some are
lapsed fundamentalists happy 1o offend certain
sensibilities and some are genuinely religious —
they just feel that their own churches neglect the
antimaterialist spirituality that the Church of
Stop Shopping, in its oddball fashion, keeps
ahive. (Fwe choir members are acwally former
Starbucks employecs.)

Talen met Burkee four years ago in a theater el
evator. She was a dancer and playwright who, like
Talen, had a strict religious background (Mushm,
on her father’s side). They live in a modest mil-
road aparunent in Brooklyn, on a tree-lined street
of two-story houses with nary a transnational
chain store in sight. They get by primarily on fees
paid by colleges where Talen takes short residen-
cies and guest-lecture positions. She's the orgaw-
zational spirit and the emotional ground wire {or
Talen, who, as he gets deeper and decper into
character, can't always be relied upon wo actin his
own best interest.

In fact, “"Reverend Billy' may finally be less a
character than a mode of expression — one
that, he has discovered, people will pay aten-
von to. When Talen speaks in his own voice on
the subjeet of, say, Donald Rumsfeld, he can
become quite strident; whcrcupon, perhaps
catching the didactic nate in his own voice, he
will suddcnly punciuate his remarks with a
loud, starthng and yet somehow tension-light-
ening "Hallelujah!™

Talen and Durkee’s romance preceded their
working relationship by a year or 1wo; she gave
up her day job to help him sophisticate the
somewhat crude iconography of those carly
days (nailing Mickey Mouse 10 a cross, for ex-
ample). Talen soon began broadeasting a ser-
mon fortnightly on National Public Radio, He
sent fis disciples into various chain stores o
perform the seripted public arguments he calls
Spat Theater. He tormented Starbucks to such
a degree that in 2680 a memo was circulated to
all ks Manhatan employees, answering the
question *'What sheuld I da if Reverend Billy is
in my store?” Lager, Talen gleefully appropriai-
ed the phrase for his own beok. “In the Church
of Stap Shopprm1 we believe that buying is not
nearly as interesting as not- buvmh, Talen
wrote, “When you back away from the pur-
chase, the product may look up at you with
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wanton cyes but the product dies quickly back
omao the shell and sits there, trying 1o get alife.
The product needs vou worse than you need i,
remember that,”

For a while Reverend Billy was, in his words,
“this manth’s Mlaver,”™ Then came his own 1ime
in the wilderness.

mong the thousands of deaths on

Sept, 11, 2C0), was one that preved

to be twemporary — the death of

irony -— and yet when Talen wem

1o the spontanecus village that
arose in Union Sguare in the days following the
catstrophe, he did so, for reasons mysierious
even to himself, in character as Reverend Billy
He wasn’t trying to be funny, He had 30,620 hits
on his Web site on Sept. 12, and President Bush
was on TV urging all true patriots wa go shop-
ping, and, Talen says now, he knew he had some
role to play; he just didn't know yet what it was,
Something inspiring was happening on tha site,
he believed, something that, however dismal it
cause, resembled the uncarthed spirit of com-
munity, of unmediated ralking, thar Talen had
been sunimening for years, Then one marning
Talen showed up at Union Square and
everything — the wmporary sheliers,
the art, the fliers that kept alive the
“missing” - had been collected over-
night by the Parks Department.

In terms of Reverend Billy, Talen says,
“we were back az Square 1, The choir {cll
apart, for onc thing. The chair leader-
ship was troubled by our political mes-
sage av that ume, They had so many
fricnds that died.” Nevertheless, Talen
and Durkee pariently rebuilt  the
project. They reassembled the chair,
and they found new spaces in which o
perfarm; and as they did so, they found
that something unexpecred hiad hap-
pened. For performers and audience
alike, the whale Reverend Billy expe-
rience, born in parody, was becoming less and
less distinguishable fromy an actual church service
— a reaffirmation, i a rtualistic sewing, of a
common core of spiritual valucs.

It sounds like a whaole new frontier in sac-
rilege, but anyone who gocs to a Reverend Billy
service these days expecting a high dose of camp
15 in for a confrontation with a profoundly odd
sincerity. Talen performs several services a vear
at the famously lefi-deaning St.-Mark's-in-the-
Bowery Church in the East Village; a recent ane,
a benefit to fix the church's leaky roof, ook
place on Mother's Day before a crowd of about
303, Several yellow-robed choir members circu-
lated in the minutes befare the show with rolls
of duct tape, with which they good-naturedly
covered any visible logos on the congregants®

clothing — the rejection of worldliness, as Dur-
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kee points out, being a theme caommon to most
religious experiences,

Soan the reverend cneered, shaking hands,
warking the crowd (“Thank you for coming 10
church today™), as the choir sang and the three-
picce band played. He wena through a few signa-
ture bits — a James Brown moment in which he
collapsed and was brought back 1o his feet by the
exhortations of the choir; a “credit-card exor-
cism™ — and people were laughing, for a while,
But by the time he gor to the recitation of the
original (and politically painted) 1870 Mother's
Day proclumation by Julia Ward Howe, and of
the First Amendment, and of the reasons that
George Bush must be denied a hera's welcome
when he returns to ground zero this summer,
there was nothing about the responsive amens
that wasn’t 1C0 percent on the level.

“The political chimate makes people want 10
be jovous even more,” Durkee sad laer. "1

would say we have enough people who come 1o
cvery show that there's a regular sense that peo-
ple arc going to church. Strangely ¢nough.”
What's wrong with preaching to the convert-
ed? Fsn't that what any church does? As Talen,
the wayward son of religious parents, asked the

No Retills A Starbucks customerin bos Angcles
seizes Reverend Billy, who was later enjoined from
approaching any California Starbucks.

congregants to let their spirits rise communally
into the night sky high above that leaky roof, as
he Jed them in prayer to “the God that s not a
product.” your first thought, perhaps, niight he
that a psychiawist would have a ficld day with
this guy. But given the amount of tme he spends
putting himscif in harm’s way for the sake of his
convictions, it's hard 1o begrudge him a liule
worship. And if one or two newcomers are sull
smirking a liule as they shout “Hallelujah” {or
the first time in their hives, Talen s untroubled,
perhaps because he knows from his own expe-
rience what's happening to them. Act as if you
have faith, and faith will be given to you. s
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