
Sanctuary Walls

Music by
Forrest Wentzel

(2023)

for two voices and piano
orchestral arrangement is also available

Poetry by
Brian Griffin



Amira Parkey, 16, had just uttered her first lines as Miss Hannigan in “Annie, Jr.”
when the performance at Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church was
interrupted by a loud pop, witnesses said.

“We were just, ‘Oh, my God, that’s not part of the play,’ ” Amira said, adding that she
saw a man standing near the door of the sanctuary and firing into the room.

It took a beat longer for fear to strike the audience.

“The music director realized what was going on and she yelled, ‘Get the hell out of
here, everybody,’ ” said Sheila Bowen, 70, a church member.

Parents dove under the pews with their children, and the cast of young actors, some
of them as young as 6, was quickly herded out of the sanctuary.

None of the victims were children.

Members of the church tackled the gunman and wrested his weapon, a 12-gauge
shotgun, from him. The police received a call to the church at 10:18 a.m. and took the
gunman into custody four minutes later.

...

There were about 200 people in the church when the gunman opened fire, church
members said. Witnesses said that the gunman, carrying a guitar case, had first tried
to enter the area where the children were preparing for the play, saying he was there
to play music.

The New York Times
July 28, 2008



A Note from the Composer

I was not in the sanctuary when this act of violence was carried out, but the attack on
the Tennessee Valley Unitarian Universalist Church  violated the sanctuary of a
widespread community of people, including myself,  who identified with and
supported the values upheld by their congregation.

The loss of life depicted by Sanctuary Walls results in no glory and spreads no message
of salvation. In that sense, this work is not a Passion nor is it a Requiem. These poems
which I have selected from Brian Griffin’s larger work, Single Lens Reflex, expose the
grotesque and surreal nature of violence. While I could not encompass the full scale
of the devastation as portrayed by Single Lens Reflex, I intended for Sanctuary Walls to
be an experiential companion piece, an unflinchingly direct representation of
Griffin’s words.

Forrest Wentzel



A Note from the Poet

I wrote Single Lens Reflex because I felt a sense of guilt about the death of a friend and
what happened under my watch -- an assault on a sanctuary full of children. In the
immediate aftermath of the shooting, I realized that I might have the ability to
communicate what trauma feels, looks, and sounds like. I vowed that day to capture
my experience in words, and I hoped that perhaps those words would raise awareness
of trauma and hate crime to a complacent nation, a nation that seems to be a bit too
willing to allow mass shootings – and mass trauma – to continue as a part of what it
means to be “a true American.” I chose poetry because the analytical aspect of prose
would veer me away from what is most important – the moment, and what it does to
the body and mind. I’ve been working on it for years. I’ve struggled to write a
statement for the very first page of the book that might serve as a kind of trigger
warning. This is how it stands right now: 

This is a book not of healing, but of witness
Not of solace, but of pain
It’s a hard look at the hard reality
of hatred
and its consequences

We need to recognize the horror of violent hatred. For those who experience it,
recognition can be a first step toward peace and healing. This book is my own
recognition. It’s not for everyone.
 
I write as a process of discovering what I think – of the place I live in, of the world
around it, of the pain and the beauty, of family and friends, of the history that gnaws
at the edges of everything we are. I write because words are more important than
thought alone. Thought is fleeting and incomplete. Words nail it down for good or ill
– but for good if we work at it. I write because writing is the only way I can begin to
understand. I hope this work helps others understand, too.

Brian Griffin
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  

 

 

  




 
  



 



 
  

 







 





















     
























 

 



 


















-

- -

ut ter loss

and now this gal le ry of sound









71


  


  


  





    
 

   








 







 



 

















-all sound hung in rows like sho wers of snow.












74




 
 





    

 















  

 


 



 





























78
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        
 



   



 



 
















- - -I on the pew thin king of wa ter stri









81

         

    





 





- - -ders a loft on the ten sion of the pond






82

   








 









83
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
               



    





 













- - - - - - -and be low, the vast world of pa ra me ci a and a moe ba




84

    


 






 





  




  

 







 













- - - -ro tif ers and di a toms

and



85
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


      


 

   















 



















 




























 







- -

- - - - -

sound less dot on his disc

in the cas ket of my grand fa

87

 




  



 

 
   

 


 

 

 




 



















































 







-

of snow safe as we are

ther, and there I say, there I see:

90
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



  






  






         
      





 










 







- - - - - -

- - - -

in a la ba ster cham

no one can walk in to a san ctu a ry and just like that

 

93











  






 


 
  

 






  






 



 









 








 


  




 

    
 

 











































 






cresc.	poco	a	poco

allarg.allarg. 	=	360













- -

-

bers I can not will not show you

the po et says just like that

allarg. 	=	360

     

 













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  







 






  






    

  



      



   


 

 

  



 


   
 


   


 

   

 

 
 


 

 
 















































 











 







- -

- - -

to the door where the spi rit ri ses !nd it

the door a twi light pond sun ri sing sun set ting

allarg.

    























99



 




   
 


 




 

 







 





  






 

 
 

 


  



















 







 







allarg.




allarg. 	=	c.	70










-

- -

for your self In this gui tar

air like un spun wool say ing

	=	c.	70







104

14 What	a	Hate	Crime	Sounds	Like





      



  

























 






- - -case is what e ver you seek;

the

108

   
 

          


 

















 









-

- -

In this gui tar

lid o pe ning like a dark hard rose

110
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

  
 


 

  


























 









-case is what you came for

and what you

112

        



 








 





- - -!nd in side that stu died wilt de pends



114
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  
  

 

    

  
 




   


  

 


  


  


































 
 




















 









- - -In this gui tar case is what

on what you choose to be:

115

    




 
        




   


  










 




 









 







 







- -

- -

e ver you seek;

cusp of sil ence be fore the sound

117
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  
  

  


 














  


  
 




 





 
























 













 
 


 









 



 









- -In this gui tar case is what you

119

 




           





 












  


  
 






   
        






 


 






 











 
 








 

 



 







- -

came for

or the sound of the sound be co ming a sound: that, or

121
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












 

  


   






 




  


  
 




 





 
















 











 








 
 


















 







- - -

- - -

All be neath the pond buf fered from

si lence as wa ter



123







  





    




 






 












 



 






-

-

thun der

the
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2.	The	Way	a	Minnow	is	a	Dream
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
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Tree bark, scales

bird	song
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- -etched maze of mock ing bird song.
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
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


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
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
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
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
 
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

 











































 



 




 

- - - -knew a bout fun gus and o ther moc king death. I



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
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
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

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  
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
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 


















 


















 












































































 







- -splayed my splat tered hand to feel the poi son. I bared my chest,



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








  



   

    


 

 



 












 

 




 









 

 







cresc.



-

- -

Sun palms the young est buds with !re,

dared a no ther spray.






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

          


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 




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


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
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
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
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 
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 

 
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 

















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






















 




























 







cresc.

   

- -fails the spa ces blank from last year’s bud ding.

It’s










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



 
















 





     
 


















 






 


















 



 



 



























 












 





 






- -all a fest iv al of death. So yeah, sure I’ll

cluster	with	thumb	on	A-<at	and	pinky	on	G-<at

 
 

 
 
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


 











 



  




 







 






- - - - -stand, watch hu mor an o ther de cep tion.
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






 

   





  







 















  


 



  












   







 








- -Gape a no ther spring. Sure I’ll dive,


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
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
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
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







            

  



 



 








-into the mire of summer wal low in



  
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









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
 

 











 






-the veins of the pond live it all a
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
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






55

42 Dogwood




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
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


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
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


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



 














- - -gain it makes as much sense as a ny thing else
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- - - - -no thing comes of no thing and no thing wins, no thing lo
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ses: lost sum mer: I’ll ne ver hold light in the palm of my hand

I’ll ne ver hold light in the palm of my hand
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Ne ver a gain sing the song of seed sprout—

Ne ver a gain sing the song of seed sprout—
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
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
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how does it go? How ma ny dead?

rit. 	=	68


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Ru mors
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


  
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  
  






  
   





 

 





 

 





 



 


  


  
 











- - -

-

the men like lo vers clutched a cross his bo dy

men like lo vers





68
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





 


 
 



 

71





 
 









 


 
 





-the si lence

 

73

 
     





 

 










 


 
 





 

- - -and the o ver whel ming sense that all is well



 

75
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  






 

 




 

 




 


  
 





all is well: we can leave now





77


 

 










 


 
 





we can leave now

 

79

   
      



 
 









 


 
 




 

-as though in the lif ting of two souls the rest of us

 

 

81
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 
 

 






 




     
   

   




 









 


 


 
 







 

-

- - -

left our bo dies,

left the earth, too, took a walk in the sanc tu a ry

 

83

 
  



  






  

   




 

 





 



 


  


  
 









- - - -of air that pro mised e scape from the af ter math





86
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
    

 




  
    

 







   






 
 

  


 
 














 

- -

- -

help us in the af ter math

Oh help us in the af ter math

 
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 
     




 








  


 

 






 

 



 


 


  
 





 

as though seed could sail blue air and take root there

 

92



 
   

 













 


 
 





 

-as though co ming back to earth

 

95
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    
 


 

 







  


    
 


 

 







     
 

   










  














 
 











 

 

- -

- -

were the last thing we should do a be tra yal

were the last thing we should do a be tra yal may you










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



   
 






  


 




   












 


 


 
 





- - - - - -sweet and lo ving dead for give me in my in a bi li ty to

 

  

100





  
  





   
 






  











 


 


 
 





-<y to your aid, to em brace you one last time in <esh

 

  

103
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


 


 
 


    













 






 


  


 
 











-may all the parts of us now hid den in shroud !nd

 

106

  
    

 
 

  













 


 


 
 







- - -one bit of so lace be neath the pond in the si lence

  

109








  






   



  







 

 




 


 


  
 





- - - - -the bles sed in a bi li ty to know



 
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



 




   










  



    
















 


 


 


 
 







- -may we see it not as end but as my ste ry

   

115

   
    

    


 

   












 


 


 
 









  

- - - - -

- -

may we re claim my ste ry my ste ry please

my ste ry please

  

119





  

   

 

 


 


 

 
 

   





	=	60







sim.
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13.	(Interlude)







  


  

  






 








 






 


 



8

   

  
 






 






















 











 



14

 

 


 
  





 
       

 

 









 


 


 





	=	90










It is what it is

  


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14.	It






     


 

   
 

 
 

 

   

 




 

  

 







It was just one of those things




 



6



   


  




 



   
  




   
     




 


 



 

 

 







-

It came right

It came as no sur prise



 





11
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  

  



 

























































   






 











	=	120







out of the blue It

.	=	120

 



 

16






       
    

 



 
   
























 


















































































 









- - - -would ‘nt have hap pened if we had our act to ge ther

It’s just a

     


    

 


 





19


 

 

       























































































  

















 







-fact of life and there’s not a damn thing you can do a


 

 

 
     






22
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



  
           

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 

 


























 









- -

-

It’s the kind of thing that makes you a bet ter per son

bout it



 

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- - -It’s not some thing to wor ry your pret ty
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	=	100
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



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

-

- -

It’s not what you would ex pect to

lit tle head a bout

rit. 	=	100
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



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-
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hap pen in a place like this

It was bound to hap pen soo ner or la
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-

It’s the kind of thing you just

ter

sim.
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-can’t wrap your mind a round

It has
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- - -

It could have been a lot worse

more than one ex pla na tion
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It just makes you stop and think

It will drive you
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-
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It just makes you sit and won

cra zy if you think a bout it long e nough
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-

-

der

It will sub tract ten years from your life if you let
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

- - - -It could n’t have hap pened to a nic er group of peo ple

it It’s a shame it had to
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-

It’s a trip to the moon on gos sa mer

hap pen on such a nice day
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

wings It ain’t no pink

It looks like a duck It quacks like a duck It ain’t no pink
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tea pa rty that’s for sure It was a to tal my ste ry

tea pa rty that’s for sure It won’t a
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It screams out for an ex pla

mount to a hill of beans in the long run
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
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- - - - - -

na tion

It’s bull shit to tal bull shit one hun dred per cent bull shit
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- -It’s the end all and be all of ex is tence

and by God I mean that It
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It ain’t no pink tea pa rty that’s for sure

ain’t gon na bite you, for hea ven’s sake It’s
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It ain’t no pink tea pa rty that’s for sure

not as though the sun won’t shine to mor row It ain’t no pink
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It ain’t no pink tea pa rty that’s for sure It ain’t no pink

tea pa rty that’s for sure It ain’t no pink tea pa rty that’s for sure
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tea pa rty that’s for sure

It ain’t no pink tea pa rty that’s for sure









85




   






   












 





 





 





 





 



 















  





 





















 







It looks like a duck It quacks like a duck









88

113It



 
  





  





 


   































  












































 








  

-

It

It ain’t no... It ain’t no pink tea pa rty that’s for sure
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