New Markets

Hed: Radical change starts on the inside

Subhed: Thinking of ‘lifestyle centers’ rather than ‘stores’ can help you refocus

By Aurelio Barreto

It doesn’t appear on our profit-and-loss statements, but it’s the number that is most important to us: 4,100. That’s how many people have prayed to receive Christ through our C28 ministry since we first opened for business in 2001.


We currently have six locations in Southern California, and anticipate seeing many others open up across the country. This part of the West Coast is known for being a cultural trendsetter in everything from music to fashion, so it’s exciting to think a Christ-centered movement could flow from here, too.


We don’t operate Christian retail stores. We run Christian lifestyle centers. That’s not just splitting hairs, but an important distinction that helps us focus. We don’t just want to sell “Christian things,” but be a place where Christians come to express

their lifestyle—whether that’s buying clothes or fellowshipping. 

 Having started a successful business before coming to Christ, I knew that fulfillment can’t be found in just worldly achievement. But when I felt called to enter the Christian retailing world I also sensed that God was asking me to try something different, that it was time for something new.


We are still learning and developing, and our customers are helping us define and refine who we are and what we are about. For example, we have found our stores are packed on Friday nights with teenagers just wanting somewhere good to hang out. So in the future we are looking to possibly expand from our current typical store size of around 1,600 square feet to 4,000, to give room for a coffee lounge.

We don’t pretend to have all the answers, but here’s some of what our customers have told us makes us different—and helps us make a difference:
We are cool, not cold

Our look is very different from many other Christian retail stores. By choosing to locate ourselves in malls, in the heart of the contemporary retail scene, we have to blend in while standing out at the same time.


Visitors say they like our style, from the subdued lighting to the “industrial” look of bare brick walls and concrete floors. In contrast, we are often told, a lot of other Christian stores either seem outdated in their 80s pastels, or almost clinically sterile in their whites and bright lights.


Although our products are aimed at Christians, we get a lot of non-believers who come to our stores. A lot of them don’t even realize we are a Christian store at first, but they comment on the great atmosphere. When they realize we are Christians, they say: “You aren’t like the other Christian stores we know. They are old-fashioned.”
We are real, not relevant

While we want to attract people by the way we look, we are most concerned about appealing to them with what’s on the inside--of our stores and our staff. We don’t believe in “connecting” at any cost. We remain true to what—or Who—we believe and that dictates what we stock.


It’s why we have developed many of our own products. Suppliers sometimes lay all the blame for the problems in Christian retail at feet of the stores, but a lot of our customers say that they simply don’t relate to much of what is available in other Christian outlets.


Really, how many different kind of Bibles do we need? It’s overwhelming. We carry only two or three different Bible versions on the basis that it’s the content that’s most important, not the packaging.

We focus on truth, not youth

Although our look is very youth-oriented, we have found that we are embraced by all ages because we are ultimately driven by what’s right, not by what’s “bright” in the world’s eyes.


During the afternoons our predominant clientele is “stroller moms” with young children in tow. We also attract parents and grandparents. Mums and dads will come because they want to check us out and because they like knowing there is an alternative to some of the general market’s unsavory extremes for their children.

One older visitor said: “I don’t get it, but I like it!”


Since receiving a special award for innovation at the CBA Impact Awards presentation last year, we have heard from a lot of people asking more about our philosophy.

Here’s what we tell them:

We are serious about business

C28 isn’t about the money. I didn’t start this business to get rich—I have already done that. In fact, I tried to avoid the whole idea of C28 for more than a year, but I eventually gave in because I knew that God was calling me to be part of extending His kingdom.


At the same time, I know that I have to run the business well if I am to succeed in what God wants to achieve. That’s not minimizing the importance of prayer, but I don’t believe we can be poorly trained and prepared and just expect God to bless our efforts if we haven’t been serious in preparation.


That’s why we have required a significant level of investment from those wanting to start C28 franchises. We have had lots of interest, but we have set the bar high because we know that it is going to take hard work to realize God’s calling and we want to gauge how committed folks are. We want possible frnachisees to succeed not merely survive.


We have the same mindset in our stores. They are, above all, places of ministry. But we have to do good business to be able to stay open to do the ministry, so we set measurable goals and encourage and challenge our teams to meet them. We want staff to pray about those goals, but also work their hardest to achieve them.

We are serious about our mission

Although we may not look like a typical Christian retail store from the outside, we are unashamedly Christian inside. We recruit bold, in-your-face believers who want to share their faith. We believe there is a difference between being apologetic-minded and apologetic. 

Many times visitors will tell us how different their interaction is with our staff compared to other Christian stores. They say that it’s refreshing to be engaged at C28 when so many other times frontliners seem to hold back until they are approached, as though they don’t want to intrude.

We are serious about our staff

Anyone who wants to work for us knows that talking to others about Jesus is part of the job—we even ask them in their job application if they have any experience praying with people, because that’s going to be expected of them. They need to have the gift of evangelism. Some customers come in to our stores just for prayer.

We are looking for radicals. Many of our frontliners have piercings. Some of them have tattoos. But it’s not those things that make them radical, it’s their attitude, their heart. They are not in retail, they are in relating.


We reward good work. We expect a lot from our store managers, but we also pay them well over the industry average. Several of our managers are youth pastors with local congregations and say C28 is like an extension of their church and ministry.

We are serious about prayer

As I have said, we believe in working hard at the business side of things but we are equally committed to prayer. We shouldn’t expect God to necessarily rescue us from poor planning and half-hearted effort, but we need to recognize, too, that all the professionalism and perspiration in the world isn’t enough without His blessing.


I had no idea what spiritual warfare was until I got into the Christian retail industry. From problems with securing leases to personnel matters, we have had to rely on God for answers. And we have been the target of Wiccans and others opposed to Christianity who have tried to curse our efforts.
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