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Erin Daly

A Change of Faith

It’s 8:30 a.m. on a sunny Saturday in August 2012, and I’ve been 
awake for two hours, fueled by pancakes, eggs, and a Mountain 

Dew from a mediocre local breakfast joint.  I’m sitting on a curb a 
few yards from the only high school in Dixon, Illinois, surround-
ed by a small collection of strangers who are chatting about how 
far they’ve traveled.  There’s a father and son from the eastern 
U.S., a young woman who looks my age from Toronto, a mother 
and her teenage daughter from Minneapolis.  They’re also chat-
ting about why we’re all gathered in this new town on this sum-
mer Saturday:  Mumford & Sons, our favorite band, is putting on 
a music festival, and we’re waiting for the venue gates to open so 
we can secure front-row spots for their performance that evening.  
I occasionally jump in and contribute to the conversations I hear, 
but most of my attention is focused on the high school grounds, 
my eyes darting to every new human form I see.  I’m trying to 
discern if they resemble Mumford & Sons, because from what I’ve 
learned from fans on the internet, it’s possible to meet them before 
their shows.  Suddenly this town has become my personal Lourdes 
or Guadalupe, and I am one pilgrim among hundreds hoping for a 
personal encounter with the band that changed my life.

On a similarly sunny August day a year earlier, my dad dropped 
me and a suitcase off at the Catholic Theological Union in Chicago 
for a four-day conference dedicated to helping young Catholics 
discern a life of service to the Church.  For years prior this confer-
ence, I poured everything I had into being a living saint.  I was 
in love with all things Catholic and spent much of my free time 

Kassidy Hanson

Self Portrait      
     pen and ink stipple drawing



9594

absorbed in prayer, studying Catholicism’s holiest souls, and beg-
ging God to rid me of any trace of worldliness or pride left over 
from my decidedly woeful former life.  I spent much of my teen-
age years struggling to understand what role my faith should play 
in my life, but after attending a retreat when I was seventeen, it 
all finally made sense to me.  For the first time in my life, I was 
certain of why I had been put on earth:  I was here to live a life of 
prayer and self-denial, to tell others about Jesus, and to reject the 
moral relativism that western culture had been feeding me and 
my generation.  I carried this belief into my academic and profes-
sional life in college.  Halfway through my first year, I decided 
that I’d rather work for God than for a company or corporation, 
so I switched my major from communication to religious stud-
ies.  Dreams of being a young adult minister or a theology teacher 
had replaced my longtime wish to be a journalist; I figured that 
instructing people in the ways of holiness was a more righteous 
pursuit than reporting news or writing columns.  When I first 
learned about this conference in Chicago early in the summer 
after my sophomore year, I jumped at the opportunity to better 
understand God’s will for my life.

Only a few weeks before my arrival in Chicago, however, I no 
longer felt that sense of calling, that conviction.  Nothing traumat-
ic prompted it or caused me to start questioning my faith.  Quite 
simply, one day, the thought of living a saintly life no longer filled 
me with joy.  Such thoughts were instead met with an awful sense 
of numbness and nothingness.  It was the first time in years that 
the idea of holiness filled me with something other than ecstasy, 
and the only way I could think to respond was to panic.  I wanted 
to feel something for it, but no amount of prayer or pleading with 
God brought that joy back.  I feared I was being tested, or that I 
was entering what many holy people have described as the “dark 
night of the soul,” when God’s presence seems hidden.  Activities 
that were once effortless became difficult and unfulfilling.  The 
sermons at Sunday masses suddenly rang hollow in my ears and 
seemed to bounce right off of me instead of sticking to my soul.  
Prayer felt more like talking to thin air than talking to the maker 
of the universe.  

As I sat through the panels and sessions at the conference a 
few weeks later, I questioned what I was doing there.  The other 
young adults who attended didn’t have much doubt that they were 
being called to do God’s work:  some were earning degrees in 
religious education, some were training for ministry with children 
and with prisoners, and a few were considering entering seminary 
or a convent.  And there I was, attempting to swap my confusion 
and hurt for enthusiasm so I didn’t feel like my money and time 

were being wasted.  I was optimistic that the conference would 
help me reclaim my passion, but as my days in Chicago counted 
down, that feeling of nothingness and indifference persisted.

Realizing that my usual methods of beating boredom—prayer, 
researching holy people, writing letters to God—were becoming 
boring themselves, I decided to fill my downtime at this confer-
ence with YouTube searching.  One day, in between conference 
activities, I remembered Mumford & Sons, an English folk-rock 
band that I had discovered a few months earlier.  I had mixed 
feelings about them—I liked one song but disliked another—but 
their song that I did like, “The Cave,” was good enough to warrant 
a second listen.  So I searched that song again.  The triumphant 
lyrics about holding on hope, combined with the joyous horns and 
furious banjo picking, made me want to hear more.  

As I continued my Mumford & Sons search at the conference, 
I was stunned by the unabashed emotion in their lyrics, as if their 
hearts had been spilled directly into their music, uncensored by 
logic and reason.  They sang of love, hope, a thirst for authentic-
ity, disappointment, and fear—feelings I didn’t even know that 
I wanted (even the ugly ones) because I thought that living a 
God-centered life left no room for them.  A desire for romance 
or authenticity or truth could only be met by the love of God, I 
had been taught.  Trying to find them elsewhere was foolish and 
even dangerous. Troubles could only be eased by seeking solace in 
God; any other source of comfort was off-limits.  But as I listened 
to Mumford & Sons, desires for something other than God were 
brought out of hiding with an intensity that frightened me at 
first but that I soon grew to relish.  I went from weeks of feeling 
nothing to suddenly feeling everything that I had been stifling for 
years.  Even though the music didn’t give me those high-on-God 
feelings that I had been missing, it just felt good to feel again.  I 
felt human, not holy.  The black and white picture in my mind 
of who I should be had been repainted in several shades of grey.  
I didn’t know who I should be anymore, but I did know that a 
singular focus on holiness had been preventing me from expe-
riencing all the beauty and ugliness that the human heart could 
perceive.  All these new feelings were perhaps sweeter than the 
bliss that prayer once brought me because I had nearly forgotten 
what it was like to feel much else.  

The more I listened to Mumford & Sons, the more I started to 
find that their lyrics were a reflection of the troubles and doubts I 
was facing.  Their first album is filled with uncertainty and inner 
conflict, and I couldn’t have found it at a better time.  The com-
fort that I found in being the good Catholic girl was gone, leaving 
me feeling unsteady and vulnerable, and I was unsure of whether 
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I had scolded myself for when I put other things in competition with 
my love of God, I was now beginning to grow comfortable with as 
I grew in my love of Mumford & Sons.  I wasn’t bothered by it.  In 
fact, I wholeheartedly embraced my new-found identity as an adher-
ent to the Church of Mumford & Sons.  Their songs were my hymns, 
the pictures I began adding on Pinterest were my icons, and the fans 
I began connecting with were my congregation.  I grew zealous (and 
jealous) with determination when I heard of fans who had the good 
fortune of attending their concerts and meeting the band members.  I 
wanted to be one of those fans whose devotion was rewarded with a 
face-to-face meeting with the people who had changed my life.  

As fate would have it, in the spring of 2012, the band announced 
that they were bringing a music festival to Dixon, Illinois, a mere 
hour south of my hometown.  Any inhibitions my faith may have in-
stilled in me about getting too excited for something as indulgent as a 
concert had been tossed aside, and I didn’t think twice about whether 
I’d go.  More than $175 and two and a half months later, I made the 
short trip down to Dixon, wondering whether I’d be lucky enough to 
meet any of the four Sons.

As I waited in line outside of Dixon High School on that August 
Saturday, it had crossed my mind a few times that I was perhaps tak-
ing this whole fangirl thing a bit more seriously than I should have 
been.  It had been about a year since my faith life had taken a tumble 
and since I found Mumford & Sons, and I had begun to wonder if I 
had been trying to fill a God-shaped void in my life with something 
I knew could never make me as happy as faith used to make me.  A 
year earlier, I probably never would have done something like this 
unless Jesus himself was making an appearance somewhere.  It was 
utter foolishness, treating these four men like deities, worshiping the 
ground that they walked.  And I knew it.  I even felt anxious and 
guilty as old warnings about the dangers of putting other things above 
God began to play in the back of my mind.  But I trusted that God 
would forgive me for one day of self-indulgent idol worship.

After about twelve hours of waiting, Mumford & Sons took the 
stage at dusk to the adoring cries of about 15,000 fans.  For two hours, 
they led the crowd in what felt like a prayer.  We sang songs in unison 
that we had memorized from album booklets that were as sacred to us 
as hymnals.  We raised our hands when we felt moved to.  We lis-
tened in hushed awe when the band spoke to us between songs.  And 
it was in these moments that I realized that perhaps music and reli-
gion aren’t so antagonistic, and are perhaps even similar.  For music, 
like church, had drawn me to Dixon with thousands of others, all of 
us motivated by a common belief in the power of Mumford & Sons.  
Dismissed by family and friends who scoff at our devotion to the 

to keep pursuing that old self or to try on a new identity.  But 
wondering about it only plunged me into deeper confusion, and 
even anxiety.  In Mumford & Sons, I had found kindred spirits 
who were just as disillusioned and frightened by life as I was, men 
caught in the tension between a comfortable, familiar past and 
an ambiguous future. They didn’t profess to have all the answers 
to life’s big questions, but they weren’t afraid to ask them, and 
they weren’t afraid to dive into that confusion.  The solace I once 
sought in prayer and Christian music, which offered a one-size-
fits-all answer to life’s big questions, I was now finding in a secular 
band that didn’t have any definite answers.  I didn’t mind that, 
though.  As much as I wanted answers and to find comfort in the 
certainty and stability of God again, I also just wanted to know 
that I wasn’t alone in the confusion I was feeling in the aftermath 
of the collapse of my religious fervor.  Mumford & Sons made me 
feel less alone.

Through Mumford & Sons’ music, I also felt less ashamed to 
question what I thought I knew about God.  They sang openly 
about faith, though not in the way I was used to.  Their music 
is not explicitly Christian, but references to God and religious 
imagery abounds.  Their music expressed more doubt about God 
than assurance, which was at first shocking to me, but I quickly 
found comfort in that doubt and honesty.  One line in particular 
from the song “Winter Winds,” which sings about shame caus-
ing the singer to replace God with a woman, shook me more than 
perhaps any other lyric on the album.  The lyric was a bit blasphe-
mous when I first heard it, as the belief in the importance of God 
in one’s life was still fresh in my mind; “who tries to replace God 
with a lover?” I thought.  But I was moved by it nonetheless.  It 
revealed a man who was questioning the comfort and joy that God 
once offered him and who doubted his ability to maintain faith, 
much like I was at the time.  There was something utterly roman-
tic about someone willing to sing about something so private, and 
perhaps even shameful.  I clung to that vulnerability because my 
previous faith life denied me such openness and doubt and depth 
of feeling; I was led to believe that such things were a sign of find-
ing God insufficient or not trusting him enough.  But Mumford 
& Sons assured me that it was okay to question.  It was okay to be 
unsure of the place that God had in my life.  

As the weeks after the conference wore on, I became more and 
more consumed with Mumford & Sons.  I learned all their lyrics, 
watched interviews and live performances, and had memorized 
the personalities and the senses of humor of all four band mem-
bers. The fervor of my fangirlishness rivaled that of my previous 
religious devotion and even teetered on the edge of idolatry.  What 
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band, at this festival we found a sort of kin, people who believed 
in what we experienced and who were willing to share their own 
stories about how the same band made their lives a bit better.  I 
realized at my first Mumford & Sons concert that being a fan 
meant I was part of something greater than myself:  a whole web 
of people, united by the holiness of our own humanity in all its 
ugliness and goodness, who knew what it was like to put so much 
trust into music’s ability to heal and to help make sense of life.  

Mumford & Sons had become a sort of Messiah figure for 
me in the past year, and while I may have questioned whether 
or not that was a good thing in light of my religious convictions, 
knowing I wasn’t alone in those feelings comforted me as I sang 
my way through every song in their two-hour set.  The worry 
and confusion about my purpose, faith, and my future that I had 
been battling for a year had faded into the background of my 
memory on that August night.  I felt free, as free as I did when I 
discovered Mumford & Sons’ music a year earlier.  Even though I 
never did meet Mumford & Sons that weekend, basking in their 
presence and absorbing the energy from the crowd for two hours 
was enough.  After the show was over, a few fans stayed at the 
barrier to try to claim relics of their experience:  guitar picks, 
drum sticks, setlists, anything that the stage hands were giving 
away that the band had touched.  I didn’t have the good fortune 
of claiming any of these tokens, but I felt that my faith had been 
rewarded.  My quest was complete and I left the venue feeling re-
stored. As I walked from the high school grounds into downtown 
Dixon, I looked back at the still-lighted stage and smiled, my final 
“amen.”

Rachel Mans

Collapse

At the end of August, Dillon took his yearly pilgrimage to Sutton, 
West Virginia.  Like a photograph left on a shelf, the place hadn’t 

changed at all, only collected dust.  He stopped at a payphone off of 
Exit 67 to call Alice.  Even the receiver sounded like it was coming 
through a filter far away.  “I’m there,” he said.

“Come home soon,” Alice said.  “There’s no one to make the bed.”
His family would be heading to the mine in the morning for 

the memorial ceremony.  Of all of the sixteen families, his had been 
pictured in the Charleston newspaper ten years ago.  His mother cut 
the article out with a knife at breakfast the morning it came out and 
hung a copy on her bedroom door.  He’d almost felt lucky back then, 
being singled out.  The paper read ‘Collapse,’ and the picture was of 
Lee, his mother, and him all standing by the shale hills on the day of 
the funeral.  The caption read, ‘A family remembers.’  It was the only 
time he’d ever been in the paper, but he felt guilty for vainly touch-
ing it every time he passed.  There hadn’t been a funeral, really.  Not 
really, when the bodies already had been buried under a ton of earth, 
maybe cremated too in the heat of the coal dust fire.  Dillon used to 
have dreams that his father would come home, sooty and smiling, 
and say, “Fooled you all.”  He’d give them all paper-wrapped pies they 
used to get from the day-old bakery, and all of them would laugh and 
laugh.  He still had the dream sometimes, except that his father came 
to his apartment in Philadelphia, and Alice opened the door and they 
all drank bourbon at the kitchen table.  He had to think his dad would 
have liked Alice.

His mother’s house looked nearly the same as it had the day Dillon 
drove off five years ago, but drooped, somehow, like a wilting flower. 


