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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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3. View From the Bloody Pond
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