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			Praise for 
Mother Emanuel

			“Mother Emanuel is a masterpiece…. [Kevin Sack] delivers a dense, rich, captivating narrative, featuring vivid prose, prodigious research and a palpable emotional engagement that is disciplined by a meticulous attention to the facts. His excavation is an essential addition to existing histories and ought to be recognized as a singular journalistic performance.”

			—Randall Kennedy, The New York Times (Editors’ Choice)

			“Searching…A sobering, expertly told history of the struggle for equality as waged from pulpit and pew.”

			—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

			“This is a beautifully realized history…. Nuanced and richly detailed, [Mother Emanuel is] a compelling testimony to faith and grace.”

			—Booklist

			“In Mother Emanuel, Sack puts forth a gripping exploration into how centuries of white supremacy impacted the church and the witness of faith against a deluge of hatred…. Poetic and captivating.”

			—Christianity Today

			“[Kevin Sack] has gifted the nation with an exquisitely tended and cathartic yield…. Mother Emanuel [is] a masterpiece…. It is high drama, impeccably written. A mosaic of history, reportage, and meditation, [this is] a perfectly timed cautionary tale.”

			—The Christian Century

			“Good writers are a pleasure to read. Great ones are so evocative that you often tingle to get to the next page. Veteran journalist Kevin Sack’s new book, Mother Emanuel, is the latter, a masterpiece of great reporting, writing and storytelling.”

			—Charleston City Paper

			“Sack writes lyrically, from deep research, and with an unforgettable message about tragedy and resilience.”

			—David W. Blight, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom

			“In Mother Emanuel, Kevin Sack offers a deeply researched, eloquent page-turner, taking us from colonization and the African slave trade to modern times.”

			—Melissa Fay Greene, author of Praying for Sheetrock and The Temple Bombing

			“Big in historical scale but granular in personal detail, Mother Emanuel transcends the church of its title and the crime that made it famous. It feels like a monument to Black America that takes the form of a book.”

			—Edward Ball, National Book Award–winning author of Slaves in the Family and Life of a Klansman

			“Breathtaking and beautiful!”

			—Marcia Chatelain, author of Franchise: The Golden Arches in Black America

			“Race, religion, and terror combine for an extraordinary story of America, the resilience of a people, and their capacity to forgive in order to live with unimaginable grief. A powerful book—especially for times such as these.”

			—Eddie S. Glaude, Jr., bestselling author of Begin Again

			“Well written [and] beautiful…[Mother Emanuel] speaks to the destructive power of narratives that are fueled by fear and anger.”

			—Bryan Stevenson, founder of the Equal Justice Initiative and author of Just Mercy, on Front Burner podcast

			“This book shook me with its power and beauty. Mother Emanuel is a book of enormous ambition, meticulously researched, gorgeously written, and deeply fulfilling.”

			—Jonathan Eig, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of King: A Life

			“[Sack’s] rigorous account of the connection between Charleston and America’s second-largest mainline Black denomination…deftly captures centuries of stories and people who shaped Mother Emanuel…. What emerges from his magisterial account of African Methodism is a distinct way of life fashioned by proud people who simply wanted to practice their faith without restraint. It stands as a worthy commemoration of the 10th anniversary of the murder of nine beautiful souls gathered in a time-honored tradition of a church they loved.”

			—The Post and Courier
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			To the Emanuel Nine,

			to the five survivors,

			and to my three—Carol, Dina, and Laura Sack.

		

	
		
			
				Forgiveness is not an occasional act; it is a permanent attitude.

				This was what Jesus taught his disciples.

				—Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (“Love in Action” sermon, 1962–1963)
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				The Open Door

			
			
				For in the day of trouble he will keep me safe in his dwelling; he will hide me in the shelter of his sacred tent and set me high upon a rock.

				—Psalm 27:5 (NIV)

			

			Preachers like to proclaim from the pulpit that the doors of the church are always open. As with so much that preachers proclaim, this can intend more than one meaning. It is on the one hand a spiritual invitation, a welcome, an insistence that there is but one body of Christ, and that all are encouraged to join it, the faithful and fallen alike, the well-heeled alongside the unwashed. Christian belief holds that it is never too late to walk the path of righteousness, or to pass through the gates of salvation. And while the physical church may keep office hours, the succor provided by faith and the embrace of fellow adherents is available at all times, or at least is supposed to be.

			In the African American church, the open-doors metaphor conveys something extra, an assertion of defiance, and resilience. It is meant to affirm the place of the church as a refuge, both physically and spiritually, not just from the universal stresses of life but from the particular ones born of four hundred years of enslavement, repression, and state-sanctioned discrimination. In these sanctuaries, it is a vow that the people of God will not be cleaved from their faith or their hope, not by centuries of subjugation or the basest attempts at dehumanization, not by dynamite secreted beneath church stairwells or Molotov cocktails hurled through stained glass.

			At the most historic Black church in the South’s most historic city—Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in Charleston, South Carolina—the gospel of the open door was not merely figurative. In the summer of 2015, it was not uncommon to find the weighty, wood-paneled double doors leading from the parking lot into the ground-level fellowship hall unlatched. They could be locked, of course, and a motion-activated security camera had been mounted recently above the doorway on a white stucco buttress. The imposing Gothic Revival edifice, built in the early 1890s, sat near the intersection of two busy downtown thoroughfares and a stone’s throw from Marion Square, the city’s central plaza. T-shirted tourists and College of Charleston students sometimes stumbled unwittingly into Bible studies and board meetings, and there had been concerns about homeless men seen wandering about. Nonetheless, the incessant activity in Emanuel’s fellowship hall, the coming and going of members to seniors’ luncheons and stewards’ meetings and choir rehearsals, dictated that the doors be kept open much of the time. So it was on the unholy night of June 17, 2015, when hate walked in without knocking.

			

			—

			What happened that night—the mass murder of nine innocent worshippers in one of the most horrific racist attacks in American history—catapulted “Mother Emanuel” to global prominence, its brilliant white façade and witch’s-hat steeple recognizable around the world. What happened two days later, when victims’ family members volunteered public expressions of forgiveness for the unrepentant killer, and two days after that, when ten thousand people of varied hues linked hands across the two-and-a-half-mile arc of the Ravenel Bridge, and five days after that, when the first Black president of the United States delivered a eulogy unlike any in the country’s experience, made for defining markers in America’s ongoing struggle with the psychosis of race. Once again, history had been made in Charleston, the slave port where nearly half of all captive Africans disembarked in North America and where the Civil War began at Fort Sumter.

			Yet, unbeknownst to many, the oldest African Methodist Episcopal congregation in the South already had a backstory as remarkable as any of the nearly four hundred thousand church bodies in the United States, a captivating saga of resistance through faith that dated back two centuries. Charleston’s African Methodists had been pummeled time and again by man and by nature and still they rose, ever resurrected. Whether the killer fully appreciated it—and the limited evidence is that he did not—it very much mattered that he had selected this church as his target. Without provocation, he had attacked a historically sacred space, not while people were protesting but while they were praying. It was an assault not merely on the nine faithful who died and the five survivors and their families, but on an entire community, an entire people, a symbolic genocide, at least in intent. Although the authorities would not formally label it as such, it was an act of domestic terrorism with few parallels in the nation’s history.

			By assailing a church, the killer connected his act to a long line of such desecrations, including the fatal bombing of Birmingham’s Sixteenth Street Baptist Church in 1963 and arson attacks against dozens of Black churches in the mid-1990s. The shooter’s target had been what Barack Obama, in his eulogy for Emanuel’s slain pastor, would call “our beating heart, the place where our dignity as a people is inviolate.” And yet, it had been violated, with premeditated deliberateness, a sickening rebuke to the fantasy of a “post-racial” America that briefly accompanied Obama’s election. Even before the white suspect’s identity and noxious rantings were discovered, it was clear that he had at least a surface understanding of the centrality of the Black church in the timeline of African American survival and self-determination. At some level, his purpose had been not simply to assail whichever Black people he happened to find inside. Rather, he took aim at the audacity of Black resistance to white supremacy, and the still-unrealized promise that 50 million African Americans might live without fear that their skin tone could cost them their lives. That threat had been real enough across nearly four centuries, in Charleston as elsewhere. Recent news of fatal shootings of unarmed Black men by white police officers, including that of Walter Scott two months earlier in neighboring North Charleston, had reinforced its durability.

			As I came to learn about Emanuel AME while covering the aftermath of the massacre for The New York Times, it occurred to me that the journey that brought the church to that moment provided a unique vantage point, simultaneously microcosmic and panoramic, for surveying two centuries of African American life in Charleston and, by extension, across my native South. The church’s very founding had been an act of insurgency. But its culture of defiance had fluctuated over time, the crosscurrents exposing how the struggle for racial dignity competed in dynamic tension with the instinct for racial self-preservation. Emanuel had been an incubator and an agitator over a continuum long enough to show the connectedness of eras and movements across a vast expanse of African American history, from enslavement and Reconstruction to Jim Crow and the Civil Rights Movement to the Obama presidency and the Black Lives Matter summer of 2020. In tracing the congregation’s journey to June 2015 in the most caste-conscious of Southern cities—the center of the slave trade, the cauldron of nullification and secession, the birthplace of the Civil War—the epic tale of the Black church’s role in America’s uneven racial progress seemed to unfold all under one metaphorical roof.

			It also seemed that by studying the church’s historical and theological origins, and those of its denomination, one might better understand the grace summoned by those who so quickly voiced mercy for the twenty-one-year-old racist who had just slaughtered their loved ones. Many found it almost impossible to process, including devout Christians. What did it really mean in the context of the Black church and of Black suffering? Was it a show of radical Black love or of regressive Black accommodation? For those unable to grasp it, President Obama made clear in his eulogy—before awing the crowd with an a cappella rendition of “Amazing Grace”—that the watchwords of African American faith were best translated through the prism of four hundred years of struggle.

			Nearly two centuries earlier, African Methodism had been established in Charleston in an unthinkably audacious act of mass subversion. The year was 1817, when Charleston was America’s fifth largest city and, thanks to an abundance of captive labor, among its most prosperous. Charleston also was home to more than a thousand free persons of color. One of them, a mixed-race shoemaker named Morris Brown, led thousands of free and enslaved Black Carolinians in a walkout from white-controlled churches to protest indignities in governance and worship. They formed their own “African Church” and became the first congregation in the Deep South to affiliate with the nascent African Methodist Episcopal denomination, which had just formed in Philadelphia after a three-decade gestation.

			Their gatherings came under immediate harassment from white authorities, and the church was destroyed after being linked to the plotting of an ambitious slave insurrection. Thirty-five of those arrested had ties of some kind to the church, and seventeen of them were executed, including the now-celebrated free Black man who was singled out as the ringleader, Denmark Vesey. The foiled uprising prompted a crackdown by white authorities that shaped the remainder of South Carolina’s antebellum politics, producing early strains of the state’s tendencies toward secessionism and vigilantism.

			As soon as the Civil War receded, the congregation reconstituted during the spiritual land rush for nearly 4 million souls that followed emancipation. As the mother church of African Methodism in the South, Emanuel then seeded other congregations that transformed a barren region into the denomination’s most fruitful terrain. Within fifty years, African Methodists had established nearly 650 churches in South Carolina alone, powering their spectacular growth into the nation’s second largest Black denomination (behind only the Black Baptists). Today it claims more than 2.5 million adherents and 7,000 churches worldwide, and South Carolina—with more than 500 congregations—still boasts the densest concentration.

			Those early churches, brick fortresses in city centers and clapboard chapels down backwoods lanes, became epicenters of African American life, creating rare spaces for leadership development, economic collectivity, and social cohesion in an otherwise disorienting world. They also played a leading role in the conversion of liberation theology into Black power, the jiu-jitsu by which Black Christians appropriated the faith of their oppressors to effect their own freedom. In AME thought, a believer’s spiritual release from ignorance and sin went hand-in-hand with physical emancipation from enslavement and second-class citizenship. Through the church-based freedom movement of the 1950s and 1960s and beyond, AME congregations stood as exemplars of self-reliance, self-determination, and self-conscious striving. To critics who saw in the Black church an acquiescence to slave religion, African Methodists countered that the rapid expansion of a self-governing Black denomination in the American South was itself a revolutionary act.

			Over the years, Charleston emerged as the regional capital of African Methodism, and Mother Emanuel rose as its cathedral. Through a series of dramatic episodes and larger-than-life leaders, the sturdy old congregation came to embody the perseverance of the Black church, and the underappreciated role played by the AME denomination, lauded by no less than W.E.B. Du Bois as “the greatest voluntary organization of Negroes in the world.” There were few better models than Emanuel’s first postbellum pastor, Rev. Richard Harvey Cain, who used the pulpit he built as a springboard into publishing, real estate, and politics, becoming one of the sixteen Black Southern Republicans elected to Congress during Reconstruction. The church’s civil rights–era pastor, Rev. Benjamin J. Glover, simultaneously led the Charleston branch of the NAACP, helped integrate the city’s schools, and made Emanuel a staging ground for mass meetings and marches.

			“A sacred place, this church,” Barack Obama said of Emanuel. “Not just for Blacks, not just for Christians, but for every American who cares about the steady expansion of human rights and human dignity in this country; a foundation stone for liberty and justice for all.”

			

			—

			And yet, as Mother Emanuel neared the bicentennial of her storied antebellum beginnings, the church’s legacy alone could not overcome the forces draining its membership. With its congregation aging and its neighborhood gentrifying beyond affordability, it had been decades since the vast main floor and wraparound galleries had filled regularly on Sundays. Membership had dropped well below one thousand, and the Sunday tithers were far fewer. The physical manifestations were visible in the form of peeling paint, water stains, and burned-out bulbs, while a more insidious threat loomed in the attic and beneath the flooring: the church’s thick wooden trusses had been so eaten away by termites and moisture that it was no longer particularly safe to occupy the organ loft.

			The day of “The Tragedy,” as Emanuel members can only bring themselves to call it, could not otherwise have been more typical. The door to the fellowship hall swung open over and again late that scorching June afternoon. First, members arrived for back-to-back meetings of committees overseeing fundraising and construction for the elevator being installed in the narthex. More showed up before 6:00 p.m. for the summer Quarterly Conference, a status meeting convened by the church’s denominational supervisor, the presiding elder. That session would delay by two hours the start of the weekly Wednesday-night Bible study class.

			Emanuel’s pastor of the last five years, Rev. Clementa Carlos Pinckney, saw the installation of the elevator as central to unifying the congregation and filling the red-cushioned pews. He already had consolidated Emanuel’s two Sunday services, at 7:30 a.m. and 11:00 a.m., into a single gathering that started at 9:30 a.m. That, naturally, had prompted grumbling from congregants who preferred the old times to the new one, or who simply could not tolerate change without having a say. As it was, the second-floor sanctuary could be reached only by climbing two steep flights or chancing a ride in a rickety motorized chairlift that ascended behind the altar, beneath a mural of a rising Christ. Every Sunday, dozens of elderly and infirm parishioners chose to watch on a closed-circuit monitor in the basement fellowship hall rather than with family and lifelong friends in the majestic space above. They would often be joined by a trickle of latecomers seeking to avoid notice.

			The lack of an elevator caused special strains during funerals and wakes, leaving pallbearers to haul caskets up Emanuel’s twenty-three concrete steps like crates of ore from a mine. Before ordering the new elevator, church leaders consulted with local undertakers to make sure it would accommodate the widest coffins they stocked. Finding the money for the project had taken two and a half years, but the $333,000 goal had finally been met. Amid some giddy self-congratulation, the fundraising committee decided that evening that it could dissolve after planning a “First Ride Party,” with the honors taken by Pastor Pinckney and the church’s nonagenarian members.

			

			—

			As the committee meeting wound down, Myra Thompson hustled through the door right at 5:00 p.m. The images captured by Emanuel’s surveillance cameras show her wearing a black suit and sunglasses, her shoulder-length hair streaked with gray. It was to be a big night for the former middle school English teacher and guidance counselor. Her license to preach in the AME Church was being renewed, an important step toward her goal of full ordination as a minister. Then she would lead Bible study for the first time, a responsibility she took so seriously she had barely left home during two weeks of preparation. Rev. DePayne Middleton, a Baptist minister who also was being licensed that night, walked in at 5:42 p.m., followed a minute later by seventy-year-old Polly Sheppard, a retired nurse and longtime trustee. Dressed in a gray tunic and flip-flops, Sheppard waved to the presiding elder, Rev. Norvel Goff, Sr., still seated in the black Cadillac he had pulled into the spot nearest the door.

			Five minutes after that, Rev. Daniel Lee Simmons, Sr.—who had branded himself “Super Simmons” during several unsuccessful campaigns for bishop—stepped out of his silver Mercedes and grabbed an armload of books and papers from the backseat. The church had hired the seventy-four-year-old minister out of retirement as a part-time substitute for Pastor Pinckney, and he usually led Bible study on Wednesday nights. Simmons was the son of a preacher, a Vietnam veteran, and one of Greyhound’s first Black bus drivers. He was licensed to carry a handgun and did almost everywhere, including to church, but left his weapon this evening on the front seat. Ever dapper in his trademark black fedora, he clicked the car door locked with an electronic key and strode toward the basement entrance. Others had been hanging out at the church for much of the afternoon, including Susie Jackson, the beloved eighty-seven-year-old matriarch of Emanuel’s largest extended family, and Rev. Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, a promising young minister who doubled as a speech pathologist and girls’ track coach at Goose Creek High School.

			About sixty people attended the Quarterly Conference at 6:00 p.m. Pastor Pinckney and the conference secretary, Carlotta Dennis, who had been born into Emanuel sixty-two years earlier, joined Elder Goff at a rectangular table set before rows of seated members in the west half of the room. Four round plastic tables, the kind that could be collapsed and rolled into storage, awaited the start of Bible study in the east half. A bulletin board still celebrated the previous month’s high school graduations, boasting senior pictures of three young women and three young men in caps, gowns, and tuxedos. The unremarkable fellowship hall had been the site of classes and club and board meetings for decades, even before being finished with linoleum flooring, thin paneling, and foam ceiling tiles. During the roiling Charleston summers of 1962 and 1963, it had served as the starting point for demonstrations by Black students seeking to desegregate downtown movie theaters, lunch counters, and clothing stores.

			On one end of the hall sat a simple wooden altar, just before the pastor’s office and the building’s only ladies’ room. On the other could be found a men’s lavatory, so cramped it was difficult to sidle past the urinals, and an industrial-strength kitchen, where a committee of cooks turned out sumptuous bins of fried chicken, shrimp and grits, red rice, and collards. Steps away, in the base of the steeple, a pocket door slid open to reveal a closet-sized room holding a white marble crypt. In it lay the remains of Rev. Lewis Ruffin Nichols and his wife, Anna Elizabeth Nichols, Emanuel’s pastor and first lady in the 1880s and 1890s, when the current edifice was built. Reverend and Mrs. Nichols had not rested in much peace since being reinterred there in 1952, as generations of impish children had made sport of shoving unsuspecting friends into the vault, flicking off the light, slamming shut the door, and waiting for the shrieks of abject terror.

			The elder presiding over the Quarterly Conference, Norvel Goff, was new to his job of overseeing thirty-one African Methodist Episcopal churches in the marshy, briny, mystical swath of Carolina coastline known as the Lowcountry. Per AME practice, he would impose a precise order on the meeting, a method, as it were, that had been memorialized for nearly two centuries in the denomination’s rule book, The Doctrines and Discipline. After an opening devotional and the approval of minutes, Elder Goff asked a prescribed series of questions, more than thirty in all. How many persons had been received into full membership in the last three months? How many members had died? How many marriages had been performed? How many baptisms? There were questions about budgeting and debt and Bible school attendance. Then the church treasurer read a financial report and Carlotta Dennis offered updates from some of Emanuel’s manifold auxiliaries and clubs—the eight distinct choirs, the Women’s Missionary Society and Young People’s Division, the Lay Organization. There were four boards of stewardesses and three of ushers. The reports went on.

			Eventually, the presiding elder opened the floor for comments and concerns. Under the hierarchical and authoritarian structure of the AME discipline, this was one of the few sanctioned vehicles for communicating pleasure or displeasure with church leadership. AME pastors were not called or chosen by their congregations, and technically did not answer to them. Rather, they were assigned to churches by the all-powerful presiding bishops in their districts, who enjoyed long tenure after winning costly, competitive campaigns. Once appointed by the bishop, pastors were endowed with substantial authority over congregations that had played little role in their selection, a recipe for tension from the outset. But they also received only annual renewable contracts from the bishops and so could be shuffled virtually at will. That gave disaffected congregants a pressure point to seek a pastor’s reassignment. Those who had been around long enough, and plenty at Emanuel had, knew they might influence a bishop by opening their mouths and closing their wallets. The presiding elder served as the bishop’s forward scout.

			More often than not, the open comment period at a Quarterly Conference was used by the pastor’s “amen corner” as an opportunity to flatter and fawn. But in a church as hidebound as Emanuel, with a congregation that had grown static and entitled over nearly two centuries, there were occasional airings of discontent. Emanuel’s pulpit was about as prestigious a platform as existed in African Methodism. The church and its precursor had produced 5 of the 132 AME bishops elected to that point, and numerous contenders. Visiting speakers had included Booker T. Washington in 1909, W.E.B. Du Bois in 1921, and Martin Luther King, Jr., in 1962. But the church also had a reputation as a “pastor-killer,” a place so immobilized by tradition that it eschewed modernization even as the congregation shrunk toward irrelevance. As the movement for racial equity moved away from the streets, Emanuel’s identity had morphed into a stodgy conservatism. Sixty years after the evolution of church music into rock ’n’ roll, electric guitars remained as unwelcome in the sanctuary as short pants. No matter the heat, dark suits and frilly hats remained in fashion. It was the old-timey hymns, like “My Hope Is Built on Nothing Less,” that still roused this congregation from its seats. The members punctuated their singing with a syncopated “Charleston clap” (two soft beats, one louder one) that harked back to slavery-era ring shouts on the coastal islands and, before that, to the ceremonial rhythms of West Africa. Even the church’s business calendar seemed preserved in amber, as Pastor William Smith discovered when he arrived in 1996 and proposed moving a monthly board meeting from Monday night to Tuesday.

			“If Monday night was good enough for L. Ruffin Nichols,” one member harrumphed, “why not for you?”

			Because, the incredulous Rev. Smith pointed out, Rev. Nichols had been dead for nearly sixty years, and had not been pastor for more than a century.

			“It’s one of those churches,” explained Rev. Joseph Darby, a longtime AME pastor and former presiding elder in the Lowcountry, “where drums came in late, where ‘Amens’ were welcomed but not overly encouraged. It’s the age, the tradition. You have people who are third or fourth generation. And that’s good, but it’s also challenging because there’s an atmosphere where there’s devotion to the word of God, but also devotion to that congregation. They say, ‘We’ve been doing it this long, it must be right.’ ”

			Across two centuries, the average tenure for an Emanuel pastor had been only five years. “If we don’t like a minister, we know how to get rid of them,” acknowledged William Dudley Gregorie, a fifth-generation member and Charleston city councilman. Battered by relentless waves of church politics, Pastor Pinckney’s predecessor, Rev. Stephen Singleton, had surrendered after five years and fled African Methodism altogether to start a nondenominational congregation. The pastor before him, Rev. Lavern Witherspoon, requested a transfer after less than two years, pleading exhaustion. He had been warned by his presiding elder, Rev. John H. Gillison, a former Emanuel pastor, that “you have to be on your Ps and Qs—make sure you’re grammatically correct on Sundays or we will hear about it.” That advice did not suffice. Before Witherspoon’s departure, congregational leaders itemized their complaints in an eleven-page letter to the bishop, with forty-four bullet points. When the newly appointed Clementa Pinckney sought his counsel, Witherspoon cautioned that Emanuel could be a snake pit. Many of its people were wonderful, but the new pastor would soon discover a small but vocal cabal of committed dissenters. “When they talk it will be like they want to cut your head off,” Witherspoon warned. “They’re going to question everything you do.”

			

			—

			On this night, when Elder Goff opened the conference floor, sixty-two-year-old Theodora Watson rose from her seat holding handwritten remarks. Watson had joined Emanuel in third grade. After introducing herself as a member of the board of stewards and the director of Christian education, she moved to her point. “I am very passionate when it comes to the well-being of the children of this church,” she told the presiding elder, “and I have not had the full cooperation of our pastor since he has been here. And it is time that you and members of this church know what is happening.” She catalogued her complaints against Pinckney. The pastor had not preached at the baccalaureate service for high school seniors or dropped in on Vacation Bible School. Church programs always seemed to be scheduled in conflict with youth events. Then there had been her shouting match with the church secretary, whom Pinckney had hired.

			If Watson’s concerns sounded narrow, they were stoked by a broader frustration that had spread through the congregation like parking-lot gossip. The forty-one-year-old Rev. Pinckney simply wasn’t around enough, many felt. Some considered him a part-time preacher pulling full-time pay. He preached on Sundays and met with parishioners by appointment but did not show up much during the week. Indeed, he did not typically attend Bible study on Wednesdays and had come this night, with his wife and the younger of their daughters, only because it would be unthinkable for a pastor to skip a Quarterly Conference with the presiding elder present.

			There was good reason for all this. In addition to pastoring the mother church of African Methodism in the South, Clementa Pinckney also was serving his fourth four-year term in the state senate, following two two-year terms in the house. He had long been a prodigy, called to preach at thirteen, ordained at eighteen, and elected to the house at twenty-three, the youngest African American lawmaker ever seated in the South Carolina General Assembly. In both the pulpit and the well, he mesmerized listeners with a luxurious baritone that evoked both James Earl Jones and Barry White, a paternal trait that stretched back five generations. Fellow AME pastors considered him a surefire candidate for bishop down the road. Sometimes his name floated on lists of prospective candidates for Congress or even a statewide post, although the odds for a Black Democrat in conservative South Carolina could not have seemed longer.

			The folks at Emanuel rather liked having a pastor who was so visible and connected, of course. But Pinckney’s absenteeism chafed them as unbefitting a congregation of its standing. During legislative sessions, his responsibilities kept him at the Capitol in Columbia, a nearly two-hour drive northwest of Charleston. When in recess, he had to tend to the state’s largest and most sparsely populated senate district, which sprawled two hours in the opposite direction from the church. His packed days and various responsibilities sent him ping-ponging across the state, often arriving late, sometimes barely before the end of a meeting he had called himself.

			This day was no different. He rose well before dawn at his family home seventeen miles west of Columbia and drove to Emanuel for a 7:00 a.m. meeting about the church’s property insurance renewal. The early start enabled him to speed back to Columbia to catch a morning Senate Finance Committee hearing in the Gressette Building, a blocky legislative office named for a late segregationist lawmaker. Although both houses were controlled by Republicans, the legislature had failed to adopt a budget on time and a special session had been called to circumvent a looming government shutdown. Pinckney planted himself on the top row of a horseshoe-shaped desk, five seats from the powerful chairman, and—as was his habit—listened to the largely technical discussion with little comment. Only twice did he ask to be recognized, once on a procedural question and once to remark that the $400 million appropriated to road building was “not going to be enough to do anything.”

			After lunch with fellow senate Democrats, Pinckney sat quietly through another half-hour committee meeting and a floor session that started at 2:00 p.m. He texted his wife, Jennifer, to warn that he might not have time to fetch her and their six-year-old daughter, Malana, for the drive back to Charleston, as planned. He knew, however, that they were counting on spending some quality time with him, even if while hurtling down Interstate 26 in his Toyota Highlander. So after informing the committee staff that he would miss a final session, Pinckney picked up his family and then headed toward Charleston, aiming to beat the presiding elder to Mother Emanuel. He promised Malana, the rambunctious daughter he called his “grasshopper,” that they would stop by McDonald’s for ice cream afterward as a reward for her forbearance.

			From the road, Pastor Pinckney called Althea Richardson-Latham, the church secretary, whose shift was about to end. “You’re late,” she informed him, “and I don’t have the agenda for the Quarterly Conference. Can you shoot it to me so at least I can get it ready?”

			“I don’t have one, it’s in my head,” the pastor explained. “Will you please stay until we get there so we can do it? I’ll make it up to you.” She rolled her eyes at the familiarity of it all and, as usual, agreed to stay.

			Pinckney followed in a storied AME tradition of bi-vocational ministers who led in both the spiritual and political realms, seeing the roles as complementary. When he found time, which was not often enough, he had been researching a doctoral dissertation on that very topic—the “pastor/public servant” model of leadership—for a degree from Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, D.C. Over the years, Pinckney had learned that AME politics could be as rough-and-tumble as those in Columbia. In the Capitol, at least, your enemies had the good grace to attack you behind your back. At Emanuel, your own people might do it to your face, in front of a crowd, while you sat next to your supervisor.

			As Theodora Watson concluded her complaint at the Quarterly Conference about Pinckney’s absenteeism, the pastor kept his head down and jotted on a sheet.

			Carlotta Dennis could see that he had been blindsided. She reached for his hand. “Are you okay?” she whispered. “Everything all right?”

			“No, Sister Dennis, I’m just taking notes,” Pinckney replied, maintaining a cool façade. Elder Goff sensed the awkwardness and counseled the gathering that Watson had been within her rights. “Now, I don’t want anybody talking about her,” Goff said. “I didn’t have to go in Piggly Wiggly or Walmart to hear it. I heard it right here.”

			The meeting broke near 7:30 p.m., and the Pinckneys escorted Elder Goff and his wife to their car. The pastor, who stood six-foot-one with broad shoulders, looked distinguished in a dark suit, a crisp, almost luminescent white shirt, and blue plaid socks—as put-together as some in his flock had ever seen him. He wore rimless glasses, a wispy mustache, and a dark wedge of beard on his chin. Pinckney guided his family back inside, then lingered on the step to chat with those leaving and others just arriving for Bible study. At 7:35 p.m., Cynthia Graham Hurd, another lifelong member, left her car wearing a lime-tinted sweater. A revered county librarian, she lugged a tri-panel display board, like the ones students used for science fairs. Pinckney stopped her at the door with a comforting smile. He wanted to see what she had.

			The presentation was destined for an upcoming history fair at Magnolia Plantation & Gardens. That former slave labor camp, just north of Charleston along the Ashley River, had once generated immense wealth for the Drayton family through the cultivation of rice by captive Africans and their descendants. Over the last century, it had become a popular destination for nostalgic tourists, nature-lovers, and moss-draped weddings. Like other plantations in the area—Boone Hall, McLeod Plantation, Middleton Place—Magnolia had been working of late to interpret the stories of its enslaved people along with those of its enslavers, and so had invited Emanuel and other Black institutions to attend the fair.

			As Hurd unfolded the display for Pinckney, he could see that it outlined the rich heritage of the place where they now stood. On the left and right sides were timelines showing the parallel evolutions of Emanuel and the African Methodist Episcopal denomination. Between them was a collage of dramatic photographs. One captured Emanuel’s bleached exterior on a crystalline day, its steep brick buttresses etched against a cloudless sky. Another peered up at the arched stained-glass window that soared behind the altar, bookended by fading murals depicting the crucifixion and ascension of a distinctly pale Christ. Three of the sixteen window panels were lighter in hue than the others, as they had blown out during Hurricane Hugo in 1989 and been replaced with mismatched glass.

			There was a picture of the golden-piped organ, “Big Bertha” as some called it, the envy of Charleston when installed in the choir loft in 1908. Wide-angle shots captured the chocolate richness of the oaken pews and pine floorboards beneath a barn-like tin ceiling. The interior was accented with loud swaths of pomegranate red—the well-worn carpet, trod each Sunday by those kneeling at the chancel rail; the pew cushions added in the 1980s to make three-hour services less punishing; the velvet curtain stretched behind the balcony balustrade to protect the modesty of the sisters above from the unwanted glances of the brethren below. Gas lamps remained mounted on columns above the pews, long retired but never removed. The seating capacity—635 on the main floor, and another 400 or so between the gallery and the fellowship hall—made it one of the most spacious churches in downtown Charleston.

			Pastor Pinckney took in the display with a smile as the door continued to open. More folks were leaving than staying for Bible study. The Quarterly Conference had delayed things long enough that older members had grown weary or hungry, or wanted to make the drive back to North Charleston or West Ashley before nightfall. On an evening radiating with heat, Rev. Brenda Nelson, a member of the ministerial staff, sped to her house to meet an air-conditioner repairman. Seventy-four-year-old Willi Glee felt his stomach growling and left with his longtime girlfriend, Lois Gethers, to grab a bite at Ruby Tuesday on Savannah Highway. Pinckney propped the door open with his left hip. There was a farewell hug for Ruth Buck, a pat on the shoulder for Jean Ortiz, a wave to Carlotta Dennis, who was heading home to pack for a trip.

			“Sister Dennis, I’ll see you on Sunday,” Pinckney said.

			“Oh, no you won’t see me on Sunday,” she corrected. “I’m going to Chicago.”

			Pinckney lent a hand to eighty-three-year-old Ruby Martin, a retired principal, as she approached the step down to the parking lot. An Emanuel stalwart, she had devoted more hours to meetings like these than she cared to count but had reached her limit for one day.

			“Sister Martin, go home and get out of this heat and get something to eat,” Rev. Pinckney said in that booming voice.

			She nodded at his colorful socks. “You are very sporty tonight,” she teased.

			He looked down. “Yes, I have on my happy socks. My kids bought these for me, so I have to wear them.”

			Few enough people remained that some wondered aloud whether Bible study should be scrapped altogether. Not many would have complained. But the occasion meant too much to Myra Thompson, who had set her mind on teaching from the book of Mark as her very first act of ministry. Her topic would be the Parable of the Sower, Christ’s allegory about the nature of faith and humanity’s receptiveness to the word of God. Thompson was known as a get-things-done perfectionist, particularly in managing the church’s physical plant as the lay leader of the board of trustees. Although few institutions were more patriarchal than the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Emanuel had depended throughout its history on a legion of capable and devoted women like her. Thompson could be strong-willed—some might say bossy—and long-winded, the kind of talker who held you thirty minutes as you tried to escape her front door and then another thirty on the porch. After all her study and planning, Thompson wanted an audience, and wasn’t above browbeating friends to make sure she’d have one.

			Polly Sheppard made the mistake of going to the ladies’ room at the same time as Thompson. They were close friends, so no words were minced.

			“I know you’re staying,” Thompson said. “I would stay for you.”

			“No, I’m not staying,” Sheppard answered. “I’m going home.” Sheppard had stopped attending Bible study regularly after Rev. Simmons took over, chafing, like some, at his autocratic, table-thumping style. A diabetic, she had been at Emanuel for meetings since early that morning and had eaten only a few bites of someone else’s sandwich for lunch. But she could feel Thompson’s eyes follow her as she left the restroom, and grudgingly took a seat at the table closest to the door. She figured she’d slip out when Myra wasn’t looking.

			Cynthia Hurd, who juggled librarian jobs for the county and the College of Charleston, had planned to drop off her history display and depart. Instead, she bumped into her friend Felicia Sanders, who urged her to stay. The fifty-seven-year-old Sanders, a fourth-generation Emanuel member who presided over one of the usher boards, shared a pew with Hurd every Sunday morning. A hair stylist by trade, she was a Bible study regular, and had been joined of late by her high-spirited younger son, Tywanza Sanders, a recent college graduate. She’d also brought her granddaughter, Ka’mya Manigault, the daughter of her elder son. That child was one of roughly twenty kids—only some of them biologically connected—that Felicia and Tyrone Sanders had helped raise over the years.

			Hurd apologized to Sanders for not being able to stay but got a glare in response. “I love you, Felicia Sanders,” she offered meekly, hoping it might suffice.

			“If you love me, you’ll stay in Bible study,” Sanders chided. The weary librarian took a seat and reached for a Bible.

			Finally, near 8:00 p.m., Rev. Simmons opened with a hymn and a prayer for the twelve faithful who had stayed—eleven adults, ranging from twenty-six-year-old Tywanza Sanders to eighty-seven-year-old Susie Jackson, as well as eleven-year-old Ka’mya. Jennifer Pinckney did not think her fidgety child could sit still through the class, so they retired to the pastor’s study. Those who remained were, as a prosecutor later observed, not the “Easter Sunday people” or even “the every-other-Sunday people,” but rather “the every-Sunday-and-every-Wednesday people…the pillars of that church and the pillars of the community.” Three were on the ministerial staff, while two others were working to become AME preachers. Another, Ethel Lance, the church sexton, took pride in keeping the leaky old building as clean and orderly as the scant budget allowed. Others were longtime church members who had held every imaginable leadership position. That didn’t make them saints or mean they had lived uncomplicated lives. Among them could be tallied teen pregnancies, divorces, family estrangements, financial struggles, and all manner of heartbreak. But it did make them people who strove to live their faith, with humility, and who felt as sheltered and at ease in Emanuel’s fellowship hall as they did in their living rooms.

			Myra Thompson was sufficiently devoted to Emanuel that she had refused to abandon it during sixteen years of marriage to Rev. Anthony Thompson, the vicar of a Reformed Episcopal church just a few blocks away. She had been baptized into Emanuel at age ten, and it remained the anchor of her life at fifty-nine. After handing out copies of the study guide she had typed, Thompson led the group in opening their Bibles to Mark and began reading the first verse of Chapter 4. In the familiar parable, Jesus sits in a boat on the water and tells the crowd gathered on the shore about a farmer who ventured out to scatter seeds. Some fell by the wayside and were devoured by birds. Some fell on stony ground, where they germinated but withered in the sun. Some landed among thorns that choked the young plants. “But other seed,” Thompson read, “fell on good ground and yielded a crop that sprang up, increased and produced: some thirtyfold, some sixty, and some a hundred.”

			What was Jesus trying to convey to his followers? After all her study, Thompson felt certain she knew. The soil “represents the human heart, the way we respond to the Word,” meaning Scripture, she explained to her brothers and sisters in Christ. “The seed,” she said, “represents the Word of God.”

		

	
		
			
				II.

				The Tragedy

			
			
				I was a stranger and you invited me in.

				—Matthew 25:35 (NIV)

			

			As Myra Thompson and her Bible students dissected the meaning of the Parable of the Sower, a black Hyundai Elantra pulled into the parking spot that had been vacated by Elder Goff’s Cadillac. The nose of the car bore a decorative plate for the “Confederate States of America.”

			It was 8:16 p.m., but there still was plenty of daylight as the summer solstice approached. A scrawny young white man, 120 pounds slouched on a five-foot, nine-inch frame, stepped out of the car in scuffed boots. He had turned twenty-one two months earlier but looked no older than eighteen. He wore a gray long-sleeved shirt bunched over an untucked white tee, an odd choice given the heat and humidity. A bulky black tactical pouch flopped over the crotch of his dark jeans. He could have been any kid at the mall, distinguished only by an awkward mushroom-cap haircut and almond-colored bangs that hung to his eyebrows, obscuring his forehead. With little hesitation, Dylann Storm Roof unclicked his seat belt and stepped out of his car, pulling his pants up from the back as he walked to the unlocked door. He tested the right door handle and, when it didn’t budge, pulled the left door open and strolled into Emanuel’s fellowship hall.

			Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, one of the assistant ministers, noticed him first. “Pastor, we have a visitor,” she announced.

			Clementa Pinckney met the stranger halfway to the tables. “Are you here for Bible study?” he asked gently.

			The young man nodded, and Rev. Pinckney offered him the chair next to his, as well as a Bible and a copy of Thompson’s study guide. For roughly forty-five minutes, the visitor sat in silence as Thompson paraphrased chapter and verse. “There are people whose eyes are opened but don’t see a thing,” she said. “Their ears are opened but don’t understand a word. They avoid making an about-face to be forgiven.” She paused: “The only way we can be forgiven is to accept Jesus as our Lord and Savior.” The stranger mostly looked down, his eyes dark and empty, as if deliberating. At some point, Tywanza Sanders posted a snippet of smartphone video to his Snapchat page. It captured a frame of the white man’s head before panning to the group’s leader, Rev. Daniel Simmons. “Bible study knowledge planter,” Sanders typed in white script against a ribbon of black.

			Myra Thompson finally finished up around 9:00 p.m., and Rev. Simmons asked the group to stand for the benediction. They held hands around the tables and clenched their eyes as Simmons moved toward the group’s traditional closing, the invocation from Genesis known as the Mizpah: “The Lord watch between me and thee when we are absent one from another.” He was about to begin when the white man, still seated in a plastic-backed folding chair, unzipped his waist pack and removed a Glock .45 caliber semiautomatic handgun. He had purchased it two months earlier after receiving an IOU from his father on his twenty-first birthday for money toward a pistol. It held a thirteen-round magazine that had been loaded with eleven hollow-point bullets, and the pack also concealed seven other clips bearing eleven rounds each. That amounted to eighty-eight rounds in all, a figure with significance in white-supremacist numerology (the eighth letter of the alphabet being H, eighty-eight stood for “Heil Hitler”). Dylann Roof extended his right arm, just as he had practiced in the backyard of his mother’s boyfriend’s house in Eastover, near Columbia. He watched the red sighting laser dance across Clementa Pinckney’s suitcoat and fired. As the pastor reeled, Roof fired again and again and again and again, the barrel recoiling with each touch of the trigger. The fatal round hit Pinckney in the back, piercing his lungs, aorta, and esophagus.

			Eyes still shut, Polly Sheppard and Felicia Sanders both assumed the detonations must have been electrical explosions related to faulty wiring or the elevator installation. The building was 123 years old, after all. But as Sanders’s eyes popped open, she saw the black object in the stranger’s hand.

			“He has a gun!” she screamed. “Everybody get under the table.”

			The Bible-study attendees scrambled to the ground, vainly seeking protection under cloth-draped tables. Daniel Simmons, the old army veteran, saw blood pooling beneath Clementa Pinckney and rose to his aid. “Let me check on my pastor,” he said. “I need to check on my pastor.” Roof was startled by his approach. He shot Simmons six times, ejected the magazine, and palmed in another. Then he methodically assassinated one helpless church lady after the next, striking each with at least five rounds. The shots reverberated continuously, as if fired from a machine gun, with only the slightest break as Roof reloaded six times. He fired the most hollow-points—at least ten—into the oldest victim, Susie Jackson, an usher and choir member who had walked in with a cane. Two others were at least seventy years old, and four were ministers. At one point, the gun jammed and Roof tossed the partly emptied magazine onto a tabletop next to a Bible, still opened to Mark 4.

			The killer worked dispassionately but grew agitated at times. “See what you made me do,” he chided Daniel Simmons as he lay dying, “see what you made me do? I didn’t intend to shoot women and children.”

			Polly Sheppard lay on her stomach under a table, her head facing outward, and watched the killer’s boots clomp from table to table. The shoes stopped in front of her, and she glanced upward. She saw the barrel pointed at her head and relaxed to await her deliverance. Ever the positive thinker, it occurred to her that at least she would not have to undergo chemotherapy for the cancer diagnosis she faced. She didn’t realize it, but she was praying aloud.

			“Shut up,” the killer demanded. “Did I shoot you yet?”

			“No,” Sheppard trembled, her voice high-pitched and squeaky.

			Roof seemed unnerved by her eye contact. “I’m not going to,” he said, turning away. “I’m going to leave you here to tell the story.”

			Felicia Sanders, still thinking clearly somehow, had pulled her granddaughter down beside her under the third table. On one side, her aunt, Susie Jackson, lay motionless in blood-soaked white pants. On the other sprawled her wounded son, Tywanza.

			“Granny, I’m so scared,” the girl whimpered.

			Sanders clutched the child so tightly she feared she might suffocate her instead of muzzling her. “Just play dead,” she whispered. Her legs felt the sting of hot brass casings as they skittered across the linoleum, and she sensed a warm ooze to each side. Surreptitiously, she dragged her feet through the sticky pools, smearing the blood of her loved ones on her legs so the killer might think she had already been shot. She awaited her turn.

			Tywanza Sanders knew that his mother and Polly Sheppard were still alive. Although bleeding, he propped himself up on one elbow, momentarily distracting Roof.

			“Man, why are you doing this?” he asked.

			“I have to do this,” the killer explained matter-of-factly, “because you are raping our women and taking over the world.”

			“You do not have to do this,” Tywanza pleaded. “We mean you no harm.”

			Roof would later confess that he knew his victims were innocents who had done nothing to merit their fates. They were merely collateral damage in the racial conflict he hoped to incite. But after months spent absorbing racist propaganda on supremacist websites, Roof had concluded that some white person needed to send a message. He shot Sanders repeatedly and walked away.

			In his final minutes, Tywanza Sanders pulled himself across the floor, as if swimming against a current, grasping to reach the mortally wounded Susie Jackson. “Aunt Susie, Aunt Susie,” he called. “I’ve got to get to Aunt Susie.” He kept moving.

			His mother tried to keep him calm. A few years earlier, after helping her through breast-cancer treatments, Tywanza had tattooed Felicia’s name and the breast-cancer ribbon across his chest. He had ignored her warning that no woman would marry a man so indelibly inked to his mother. That, he had told her, would be the woman’s loss.

			“I love you, Mama,” Tywanza managed.

			“I love you, Tywanza,” his mother sobbed.

			“Aunt Susie,” Tywanza continued. “I need some water. I can’t breathe.” He grasped for his great-aunt’s gray hair and expired with a heave.

			As Roof’s boots moved away, Polly Sheppard reached for the cell phone that had fallen at her side. It was Ethel Lance’s. After fumbling with the buttons, she managed to punch 9-1-1.

			“Please answer, oh God,” she whimpered, hyperventilating as the connection was made.

			“9-1-1. What’s the address of the emergency?” The operator was a young white woman.

			“Please, Emanuel Church,” Sheppard said. “There’s plenty people shot down here. Please send somebody right away.”

			“Emanuel Church?”

			“Emanuel AME. 110 Calhoun.”

			“And there’s people shot?”

			“Yes, he shot the pastor, he shot all the men in the church. Please come right away.”

			“Okay, my partner’s going to be getting some help on the way while I get a little bit more information from you, okay? Stay on the line with me. Are you safe?”

			“He’s still in here. I’m afraid. He’s still in here.” Sheppard saw the boots moving back her way. “He’s coming, he’s coming, he’s coming. Please…He’s reloading.” She kept praying. “Oh God, please. Help us, Lord. Please, Jesus, help us.”

			The man seemed to be muttering to himself. “My life has ended at twenty-one,” he said.

			In the pastor’s study, Jennifer Pinckney and her daughter, Malana, could hear the executions being carried out on the other side of the wall. A school librarian, Pinckney had her laptop open, preparing for the next academic year, when the pop-pop-popping began. She cracked open the side door into the fellowship hall, realized there was gunfire, and closed and locked it without looking.

			Malana stood up from watching cartoons. “Mama, what was that?”

			Jennifer hushed her, grabbed her by the arm like a rag doll, pulled her into the adjoining secretary’s office, and shoved her under the desk. After locking the door to the vestibule, she knelt in front of her. The child wouldn’t stop talking.

			“You have to be quiet,” Jennifer told Malana. “Those are gunshots.”

			“Mama, what do you mean?”

			“Shut up!” Jennifer Pinckney told her daughter with unaccustomed firmness. “Don’t say anything. You’ve got to be quiet.” Through the wall, she heard a groan and wondered if it was her husband of fifteen years.

			Pinckney had left her cell phone in the other office. She reached for her daughter’s hands. “If I hear the gunshots at a distance, I’m going to make a run for it,” she said. “If I get out the door, lock it and hide. I love you, and tell your sister that I love her. I’ve got to make a run for it. I’ve got to get help.”

			But the gunfire only grew louder, closer. One round whizzed through the wall, near enough for Jennifer to feel the air move, and she scrambled to join Malana under the desk.

			“Mama, is Daddy going to die?” the girl asked.

			“Malana, be quiet. Don’t say anything.”

			She put her hand over her daughter’s mouth, and Malana did the same to her. The doorknob rattled, just feet away, and Jennifer Pinckney felt a chill streak down her body. This is it for us, she thought. But the lock did not give, and the killer chose not to waste a bullet on it. Pinckney heard the entry door to the parking lot click open. She crawled into the adjoining office, found her phone, slid back under the desk, and tapped 9-1-1.

			There had already been an abundance of stupid luck working in Dylann Roof’s favor. He had cased the church on six trips from his home near Columbia over the previous six months, but never on a Wednesday evening like this one. On one scouting visit, he would later tell the FBI, a woman outside had provided the start time for Bible study. Yet he did not even set out from Columbia—nearly two hours away—until 6:13 p.m. for a class that normally would have started at 6:00 p.m. and ended an hour later. Had it not been for the delay caused by the Quarterly Conference, which Roof could not have suspected, he likely would have found the church locked and empty. As it was, he happened upon a compact assemblage of trusting people, large enough but not too large, sitting distant from the exits. How did he bumble his way into such fortune? “There is always ‘divine intervention,’ ” he wrote in a letter from death row in 2020. “Not that I believe in it.”

			The killer’s luck continued as he left the fellowship hall. Assuming he would find the parking lot pulsing with blue lights, he had saved one magazine of bullets to take his own life before being captured or killed. He had posted a long note online to explain his purpose and knew the police would find it soon enough. Instead, at 9:06 p.m., fifty minutes after he had arrived, Dylann Roof pushed open the heavy church door, tentatively at first, then swinging it wide. He glanced right and left into the darkness, holding the superheated murder weapon at his right side. To his astonishment, there was not a cop in sight. Roof reached into his left pocket for his keys, slid into his car, and flicked on the headlights. He backed out in no particular hurry, cruised past the parked vehicles of his victims, and paused long enough to look both ways before taking a left onto Henrietta Street. One minute later, the first squad car arrived. After searching fruitlessly for the killer, and tending to Dan Simmons, who was still breathing, the officers called for body bags. Once Polly Sheppard and Felicia Sanders told their stories, the police issued an alert for a twenty-one-year-old white male with sandy blond hair. They also labeled the shootings a hate crime, although South Carolina was then one of five states (and one of only two as of 2024) without a law that augmented penalties for such offenses.

			

			—

			In the months before his attack, Dylann Roof had done cursory internet searches for names and addresses of prominent Black churches across South Carolina. He scribbled a dozen on lined sheets of paper, places like Charleston’s Morris Brown AME, Calvary Episcopal, and Central Baptist. He would later tell the FBI that he liked visiting Charleston and felt that its association with slavery would amplify the statement he hoped to make. Another page of jottings included the name “Denmark Vessey,” a misspelled reference to the African Church member who died on the gallows after being convicted of plotting the 1822 slave revolt. A friend of Roof’s would later inform investigators that Roof said one drunken night that he planned to shoot up a church that Martin Luther King, Jr., had visited.

			But there is little evidence that Roof, who had been raised a Lutheran, had any deeper sense of Emanuel’s history. After his arrest the next day in North Carolina, the remorseless killer explained to two FBI agents that he had read online that Emanuel “was a historic AME church,” but he could not say what made it so. He told the agents he thought that AME stood for African Methodist Episcopal but wasn’t completely sure. Roof, a high school dropout of considerable innate intelligence, eagerly acknowledged his white-supremacist beliefs and explained his purpose: to commit a retaliatory attack that would awaken Caucasians to the scourge he imagined of Black-on-white crime. White people had become second-class citizens in their own country, he told them, a country with a Black president. Only by agitating racial animosities and awakening the white population to its plight was there any hope of returning African Americans to their separate and properly subordinate place.

			“What I did is so minuscule to what they’re doing to white people every day,” Roof told the agents.

			They asked why he had chosen Emanuel. “I wasn’t going to go to another church, you know, because there could have been white people there,” he explained. Beyond that, the selection seemed just shy of random.

			

			—

			The shootings took place one day after the real estate mogul and reality television star Donald Trump descended the escalator in his eponymous Manhattan tower to announce that he was running for president of the United States. But it was the Obama era that the aftermath in Charleston would help define. The massacre inspired a Black president who had stepped gingerly around race to deliver his most pointed and meditative remarks on the subject. Its impact on the country’s politics and hyperpolarized debates over race and guns has reverberated ever since.

			Roof’s trial in 2016 and 2017 produced the first federal death-penalty conviction in American history for offenses related to hate crimes. Two of the survivors, Felicia Sanders and Polly Sheppard, spoke at the 2016 Democratic National Convention to spotlight the party’s position on gun control. In January 2024, Joseph R. Biden, Jr., became the first sitting president to speak at Emanuel when he delivered a campaign speech there about the “poison” of white supremacy. Four years earlier, at a critical juncture in his 2020 campaign, Biden had engaged in a poignant televised exchange about faith with Anthony Thompson, Myra Thompson’s widower, helping him win the South Carolina Democratic primary and ultimately the presidency. That same year, the legendary civil-rights leader and congressman, Rep. John Lewis of Georgia, penned a deathbed essay that defined the murders of the Emanuel Nine as a cultural turning point. Along with the May 2020 police killing of George Floyd, an unarmed Black man in Minneapolis, the carnage in Charleston had revived the nation’s awareness that racism remained vicious, virulent, and violent in a post–civil rights age. “If we are to survive as one unified nation,” Lewis wrote, “we must discover what so readily takes root in our hearts that could rob Mother Emanuel Church in South Carolina of her brightest and best.”

			The killer’s self-identification with Confederate symbols shamed South Carolina’s Republican leadership into lowering the battle flag that had flown at the Capitol in Columbia for fifty-four years as an affront to the more than 25 percent of the state’s population that is African American. That sparked a wildfire movement across the South to rid public spaces of memorials to the Lost Cause, prompting the toppling of statues from New Orleans to Richmond and the renaming of streets and schools. For a time, it seemed only slightly hyperbolic to suggest that the final shots of the Civil War had been fired in Emanuel’s fellowship hall, four miles from Fort Sumter, 150 years after Appomattox.

			And yet, perhaps the most searing legacy of the massacre came in the spiritual realm. On the night after the shootings, Chris and Camryn Singleton, the now motherless teenage children of forty-five-year-old Sharonda Coleman-Singleton, attended a tearful vigil in her memory at Goose Creek High School, where she had worked
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