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Retailer C28 mixes commerce, message

SELLING FASHION, SHARING THE WORD may 2-2007

Christian rap booms in surround sound, while a video of a religious band blares from a flat-screen television mounted overhead. An ornate cross is spray-painted, street-style, across the concrete floor.

It's not exactly your typical shopping-mall retailer.

C28, a Christian apparel and accessories store with locations at Westfield Valley Fair and Westfield Oakridge malls, is using unabashedly contemporary ways to reach its target market of trendy, teenage Christians.

"It's the last place they'd expect to hear about God," store manager Joe Newton said about C28's location in busy Valley Fair mall. "It's an opportunity to share Jesus with people who'd never step into church."

C28 - named for a Bible passage in Colossians 2:8 - sells everything from $68 jeans by Ezekiel - a hip brand often sold at skate shops - to Christian Music Planet magazine, pink plastic "Angel" bracelets to cloth wallets decorated with crosses. The Corona company, with nine stores in California and Florida, also has DVDs and music CDs from groups including Christian hip-hop artists T-Bone and Soul P. and Australian Christian rock band Hillsong United stacked in music racks. There are scads of T-shirts, including those from the store's proprietary NOTW (Not of This World) brand - one shows a white dove flying out of a gun barrel, with "Blessed Are The Peacemakers" printed across the shirt's back.

Tucked in a corner are a few Bibles for sale.

"I've never seen a store like this. I think it's cool," said Alexis Flores, a 19-year-old freshman at College of Notre Dame, a Catholic college in Belmont, who was shopping at the Valley Fair store last week.

The store's energetic twentysomething staff, many of whom are churchgoers, approach customers to explain the store's products while mixing in the word of the Gospel at every opportunity.

"If you do not know God, you do not know love," one worker tells Flores and her schoolmate Carlos Lapresca as they examined an abstract T-shirt that features the subtle image of the face of Christ.

Using the marketplace as ministry isn't new.

Sales of Christian products - from books, apparel and jewelry to software - reached $7.3 billion in 2005, the most recent figure available from the market research firm Packaged Facts. That's up nearly 9 percent from the prior year, the organization found.

Almost one-quarter of Americans buy religious items each month, according to a 2005 survey of 1,721 adults by Baylor University. Those consumers wanted everything from "witness wear" like jewelry and T-shirts, to books and home decorations, the survey found.

Traditional Bible stores used to be the place to buy religious-themed items, said Arroyo Grande-based industry consultant Jim Seybert. But as the popularity of the products swelled in the late 1990s, he said, general retailers jumped in - like C28 founder Aurelio Barreto III.

In 1997, Barreto was riding high after selling his Dogloo business that manufactured igloo-shaped dog houses for millions. World travel and extended vacations with his family to Hawaii and New Zealand followed. But soon, too much of the good life drove Barreto into depression.

`Peace and purpose'

"When you're 37 years old with $20 million in the bank, you start scratching your head and saying, `What will I do now?'" Barreto said. "I was like, `There must be more than this to life.' I wanted peace and purpose."

Back in Southern California in 1998, he became a born-again Christian after an encounter with the principal of his children's religious school, who challenged Barreto to focus on the spiritual.

Not long after, while dirt-bike riding, Barreto happened upon a little shop with booming Christian music and religious T-shirts. "It was the coolest little store," Barreto said, and it served as the template for the first C28 he launched in Riverside in early 2001.

Lean times followed after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks deflated spending nationwide later that year. "We were losing tons of money. Nobody was in the mall. I just prayed," said Barreto, who so far has invested $2.5 million in the company. Finally, conditions rebounded. But only last year did he start to draw a $50,000 salary.

Profits are growing for the company, which expects $11 million in sales and $650,000 in earnings this year. Revenue from the C28 Web site will exceed $1 million in 2007, Barreto projected.

Boosting company sales is C28's NOTW (Not of This World) clothing brand, which is sold to other retailers, including teen mall mainstay Anchor Blue and another religious chain, Berean Christian Stores, which has a location in a strip mall on Blossom Hill Road in South San Jose.

Younger customers

Ohio-based Berean - known for its Bibles and books, home decor emphasizing faith and church supplies - added C28 T-shirt sections at Christmas to 11 of its stores in California and Arizona to draw shoppers younger than their average 40- to 55-year-old customer.

The C28 shirts - some of which carry the motto "Obey Pray Trust" - was Berean's bestselling apparel line during the holidays, said Berean senior gift buyer Pamela Davis.

"We have customers coming in and buying CDs of the Christian rap groups and harder rock groups. But that was the extent of what we had to offer them, until we came into this partnership," Davis said.

C28 is designing an upcoming line of pants, outerwear and shoes, Barreto said. But first, the designs have to be reviewed by the company's 8,000-member customer panel before the products hit the stores.

It's an approach Barreto believes helps bring in C28 customers like Anna Cailles, a San Jose missionary who checked out the Valley Fair shop for the first time last week with her two grade-school-age children and their four young cousins.

"I'm glad they have something like this. It's something they can relate to," said Cailles, who is on vacation from her post in the Philippines.

While some people might consider the edgy C28 store "too worldly," Cailles believes the merchandise and its presentation in a trendy setting enables youth to "wear something displaying what they believe and still look hip."
