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Healing Evil

Adam Lanza was a lonely twenty-year-old who lived with his mother in Newtown, Connecticut, having cut off all contact with his father and brother a year after his parents’ divorce. Early on, Adam had shown signs of Asperger’s syndrome, a form of autism, and after first grade at Sandy Hook Elementary he was shuffled around from public to private schools, interspersed with stints of home schooling. Nevertheless, he performed well academically in high school and also in college, which he entered at the age of sixteen, earning As and Bs before dropping out after a year.

On the morning of 14 December 2012, Lanza retrieved two pistols and a semi-automatic rifle from his mother’s gun collection in an unlocked closet, clipped in ammunition and walked into her bedroom where he proceeded to fire four bullets into her as she lay in bed. Then he drove to his old elementary school, shot his way through the locked door and began a rampage that would shock the world.

The principal and a school psychologist, who rushed from a conference room when they heard shattering glass and a commotion in the hallway, were his first victims. An alert school secretary left the intercom system on, and so teachers throughout the school heard the popping sounds of gunfire as well as screams, prompting them to call out ‘Lockdown!’ and barricade their students behind bolted doors. Lanza passed one first-grade classroom and entered that of Lauren Rousseau, a substitute for a teacher on maternity leave. He shot Rousseau and her fourteen students as well as a special education teacher who had been employed for just over a week.

In that classroom the police would find fourteen small bodies huddled together, each shot at least twice. Officers found one little boy still alive. He would die in an ambulance on the way to the hospital. Incredibly, one six-year-old girl had survived by playing dead. She walked out of the school covered in her classmates’ blood. ‘Mommy, I’m okay, but all my friends are dead,’ she said when she finally rejoined her mother.

In the next classroom, teacher Victoria Soto had hidden her twenty children in a closet and cupboard. She tried to divert the shooter by telling him all her children were in the auditorium at the other end of the school. Then the closet door opened and some of the frightened children made a run for it. Lanza killed six of them, and while he paused to load another ammunition clip six more escaped, fleeing to the front yard of a retired psychologist across the street. Soto’s body was found on top of the children she tried to protect, along with the body of another teacher who specialised in autism. Students’ drawings hung on the bulletin board with captions like ‘I love my teacher Miss Soto.’

Other teachers had called 911 as soon as they sensed trouble, and police arrived within ten minutes of the first shot. Law enforcement had been well trained, learning from past mistakes such as when police surrounded Columbine High School and waited too long as more students died. This time the police burst in immediately, guns drawn, in a wedge formation. By now Lanza had gone through several thirty-round clips from his Bushmaster rifle, firing 154 bullets in all. As police charged in with sirens blaring outside, the shooter turned a handgun on himself.

A few minutes later the police searched a cabinet in Soto’s room and were startled to find seven sets of eyes staring back at them – the children who had stayed in the dark cupboard while mayhem went on around them. Down the hall, a terrified teacher refused to unlock her classroom door until an officer shoved his badge under it. She opened the door to find fifteen state cops and federal agents with automatic rifles.

Twelve girls and eight boys, all aged six or seven, lay dead, as well as six educators. After conducting a sweep of the school, police escorted the four hundred surviving children, directing them to place their hands on the shoulders of the child in front of them and close their eyes as they walked in a line outside.

Meanwhile, a telephone message had alerted parents of Sandy Hook students to report to the fire station just down the road from the school. Hundreds of frantic parents descended on the scene, reuniting with their surviving children with cries and hugs. As these families left for home, overcome with relief, the anxious parents of twenty children who did not emerge from the school retreated to the community centre for the longest wait of their lives.

Town of Sorrow

News editors had already selected the top news story of 2012, with President Barack Obama’s re-election polling the most votes. But after the December tragedy at Sandy Hook all other news seemed somehow insignificant. For the first time ever the Associated Press re-voted, now naming the saddest event of the year as the most important.

Numbed by other shootings – Columbine, Virginia Tech, Gabby Giffords, the Aurora theatre – some Americans thought we were beyond shock. The killings at Sandy Hook pierced the soul of a nation in a new, more horrible way. Each night we heard more details about the kids with freckled faces and goofy grins and limpid eyes who stared back at us from magazine photos and television screens even as we watched their small coffins being lowered into graves. What’s wrong with us? the pundits asked. What kind of society are we, to spawn such acts of violence?

A few days later, while I was still reeling from the news, the phone rang. ‘Philip, it’s Clive Calver,’ said a familiar British-accented voice. ‘I haven’t seen you for a while, but you remember we worked together at some events back in the UK.’

‘Of course I remember, Clive. Then you went on to head up World Relief, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right, the relief agency for the National Association of Evangelicals. I spent some good years working out of your old stomping grounds near Chicago. You may not have heard, but after that I became pastor of a church called Walnut Hill Community Church. It’s one mile from the town limits of Newtown, Connecticut, where I live.’

The mood suddenly altered. ‘That’s why I’m calling,’ he went on. ‘I know you were involved in the aftermath of Columbine, and you spoke at Virginia Tech after the shootings there. Philip, we’re the largest church in the area and we’re deeply involved in the tragedy here. We have parents who lost their children. We’ve had one funeral already and another scheduled tomorrow. One of the first responders on the scene attends our church, as well as some teachers. They’re all hurting, and we want to do something for the community. I know it’s Christmas time and I’m sure you have plans, but is there any way you could come and speak on the question you wrote about years ago, “Where is God when it hurts?”’

I knew I had to agree, despite having no idea what I might say to such a distraught community. Like everyone, I was feeling helpless in the wake of the shootings. Now I had a chance to contribute something – though I didn’t know what. I quickly contacted my publishers, who without hesitation agreed to donate several thousand copies of my books Where Is God When It Hurts? and What Good Is God? for the community. A day later, when the church called United Airlines to arrange for tickets, the airline waived all charges; they too wanted to contribute something on behalf of Newtown. Next, I sent an email to a group of close friends, asking for prayer for the toughest speaking assignment I have ever faced.

On 28 December, exactly two weeks after the shootings, I landed at LaGuardia Airport, met my hosts and after a two-hour drive got my first glimpse of Newtown. TV commentators had used words like idyllic and bucolic to describe the area, and indeed the scene was worthy of a picture postcard. As we got off the congested highway the road wound among Victorian farmhouses surrounded by white picket fences, with blanketed horses frolicking in the pastures. Even the town streets had rural-sounding names: Head of Meadow, Toddy Hill, Mt Pleasant, Deep Brook.

Before 2012 Newtown had two main claims to fame, as the birthplace of the game of Scrabble and the home of decathlete Bruce Jenner. A large flagpole stood on a hill on Main Street in the centre of town, and I could easily imagine the scene on the Fourth of July, with families picnicking in the city park as fire trucks and corny floats and school bands paraded by. Sandy Hook, one of the villages within the borough of Newtown, dates back to 1711. This was classic Americana, a model of small town innocence.

No longer, though. Snow was falling, and the grey skies and leafless trees formed a more appropriate backdrop to what had become the most sorrow-drenched town in America. On some houses, wreaths of mourning had replaced Christmas wreaths. Black bunting hung along a porch here and there, and state troopers patrolled the driveways to protect the grieving families from sightseers and news media. The makeshift shrines of woodcut angels and teddy bears were now covered in slushy snow. Only a few candles sputtered against the wet, and the bouquets of drooping flowers had turned brown. Many shops displayed handmade signs honouring the victims. ‘Love will get us through,’ read one. A banner, ‘Pray for Newtown,’ flapped from a highway overpass, with the same message posted outside the local liquor store. Words scrawled in large letters on a wall captured the mood: OUR HEARTS ARE BROKEN.

One grieving parent, a therapist, told the press, ‘We’re not in post-traumatic stress; we’re in trauma, right now. We’ve chosen not to make hard and fast decisions about anything. Some days I want to get up and go outside and get the groceries, and some days I can’t brush my teeth. Some days I feel I can be a good parent to my [surviving] son, and some days I just want to stay in bed and sleep.’ Another said he could not erase a scene from his mind: on that terrible day his seven-year-old son inexplicably got up almost two hours early and ran outside in his pyjamas and flip-flops to give his older brother a hug goodbye before he dressed himself and caught the school bus that would take him to his death at Sandy Hook.

During the course of that weekend I heard first-hand accounts of the tragedy from affected families, and also counsellors, first responders and staff from Sandy Hook. (To protect their privacy, I will not use their names.) Among the adults I talked to, I sensed no spirit of revenge, rather bewilderment and deep sadness. No one had a clue to the ‘Why us?’ questions, and apparently the shooter left none.

The surviving children were coping in different ways. Anger flared in some: one little girl repeatedly drew pictures of the shooter and stabbed them with her pencil. Others showed signs of panic attacks and anxiety, fearful of going back to school. ‘Will I be safe?’ was the haunting question parents tried to answer for their surviving children, who had cowered in nearby classrooms as they listened to murders broadcast over their school intercom.

Inside the Fire Station

On the morning of the shooting, a call came to Walnut Hill church alerting one of the pastors to news of a shooting at Sandy Hook, where his eight-year-old attended school. He left immediately with another pastor, who sent word back requesting counsellors to come and support those who were still awaiting word of their children’s fate. The parents had gathered in the fire station and community centre barely a hundred yards
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What is God up to in a world of such tragedy and pain?






