The Littleton Shootings:
Looking for the “Why”

Amidst the discussion of the gruesome details of the Columbine
High School shootings, the question of “why?” inevitably comes
up. People have talked about the killers’ identification with
the Trench Coat Mafia, with Nazi values, with an obsession
with violence in music and entertainment. They point to the
boys’' experience with violent video games, the easy access to
guns, and parents who were distant enough to not notice
teenage boys building bombs in their garage.

But all of these things, contributing to the total picture
that produced the worst school shooting in American history,
are all components of the “how.”

People who have studied shame{l} think they understand a big
part of the “why.”

Shame isn’'t talked about very much, because, well, it’s
shameful. We don’t discuss it, but we all experience it. Shame
is the feeling that I am defective, unacceptable, unworthy.
Guilt, someone has said, is the awareness that I did something
bad; shame is the horrible feeling that I am bad. We fear that
at our core, something has gone terribly, terribly wrong, and
that wrong is me. And we fear being exposed, that others will
find out our dirty little secret—-that I am a deficient,
damaged human being.

Everyone carries around shame baggage, starting with Adam
immediately after the Fall. And since we are all burdened by
this invisible coating of “shame slime,” we are vulnerable to
the further shaming messages that others send us or which we
perceive. Shame slime is sticky, and shame messages stick.

When asked how others related to Eric Harris and Dylan
Klebold, students at Columbine High School report that most
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kids didn’t pay any attention to them, and some kids made fun
of them. Both of these are perceived as shaming messages:
“You're so worthless you’'re invisible,” and “You’'re so
worthless and weird that you deserve to be ridiculed.”

What makes high school seniors go on a killing rampage? There
is a strong link between unbearable shame and rage. Those who
fly into violent rages do so because they fear they can’t take
any additional shame. Something happens one otherwise normal
day when the painfully tolerable becomes the unbearable, and
the person carrying such awful shame crosses a line. A switch
is tripped. Some people act on their rage immediately, pulling
out guns or knives or fists, or screaming hurtful words. Other
people, apparently Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold among them,
channel their rage into a plan for later revenge.

This is where another dimension comes into play, I suggest:
spiritual warfare. It took Eric and Dylan a good amount of
time to prepare for April 20. As a result of their decision to
do something so horrendously evil, they were especially
vulnerable to the lies of the Enemy. Those lies fueled them:
“They’re not going to get away with this.” “They deserve to
die.” “I'm justified in meting out revenge for the way they
treated me.” “This 1s a good thing to do.” “Suicide is the
only way to finish this off.” “This will solve everything.”
Two kids planned, and demons cackled.

But when rage is expressed, it changes things. People who fly
into rages end up with greater rejection and more shame, the
very thing they couldn’t bear in the first place. So it makes
sense that these two bright young men would decide that they
couldn’t—and wouldn’t—handle the consequences of their
hurtful, unrecoverable decision to hurl pain and violence at
the school, and they planned to take their own lives during
the rampage. CNN reported that one of them left a note saying,
“This is the way we planned to go out.”

There is a significant difference between the Jonesboro



junior-high killers, and these high school seniors 1in
Littleton. Children are still mainly shaped by their family.
17- and 18-year-olds, on the other hand, have spent several
years traveling through the stage of adolescence where their
family no longer has as much impact on them as their peers.
What other students think about a person is more important,
and more powerful, than what his family thinks. This is a
normal part of growing up and getting ready to be an adult,
but it makes young people exceptionally vulnerable to those
who often don’t understand the power they wield. And
sometimes, unfortunately, the popular and accepted kids very
much do understand their power, and they use it as a weapon
against those who don’t fit the mold by ridiculing and
ostracizing them.

Perhaps this is what happened in Colorado.

Students who appeared on ABC'’s Nightline the night of the
shooting reported that the two boys strode into the school,
shouting “Now you’re gonna pay for what you did to us!” They
were especially interested in targeting jocks, who were
evidently the source of at least some of the ridicule and put-
downs. Earlier this year, the two boys are reported to have
made a video for a school project, which featured the two of
them in trench coats with guns, mowing down jocks in the
halls.

The diary of one of the killers was found, giving insight into
the reasons behind their desire for revenge.

We want to be different, we want to be strange and we don’t
want jocks or other people putting (us) down...We’re going to

punish you.{2}

Shame is everywhere in this awful tragedy. Why would students
make fun of other students in the first place? Their own
shame. Putting down others is a time-honored and unfortunately
effective way of battling one’s own sense of inadequacy and



incompetence: “I’'Ll step on you to make myself higher.” People
who accept themselves, who are content with who they are,
usually don’t feel any need to bash others. Unfortunately, the
teenage need to feel the approval of one’s peers can inspire
people who ordinarily wouldn’t insult or degrade others to do
so simply to look good in their friends’ eyes.

There is no question that the ultimate responsibility for this
tragedy lies squarely at the feet of the two students who
chose to inflict pain and suffering on others. They made a
conscious decision to choose an evil and hurtful path. Still,
that choice was not made in a vacuum and without provocation.
In order to understand the bigger picture, we need to look
beyond the two boys whose own shame cost them their own lives
and the lives of at least 13 others, not to mention the wounds
of other students and the damage to the building. What
students do and say to each other is immensely important. Our
personal power to hurt and to build must never be
underestimated. “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but
names will never hurt me” is one of the most grievous lies
ever told. Bones heal; insults maim the soul for a long, long
time.

It'’s helpful to ask ourselves, What if we could rewrite
history? What could we have done to change things, so it never
got to this point? What can we learn from this tragedy that
can prevent it from happening somewhere else?

The antidote for shame is love and grace. Those who feel loved
and accepted, validated for their differences instead of
ostracized for not fitting in, don’t have to be crippled or
controlled by shame. It is the privilege of those who know God
to be able to communicate the truth about how He has created
people in His image, as beautiful, worthy, and acceptable
because of what Christ did for us on the Cross. That's the
grace part. We need to tell each other the truth, in love,
just as the Bible commands us. We need to reach out and touch
people to communicate “You’'re valuable. You matter. I'm glad



God made you.”

Regrettably, those were messages that Eric and Dylan
apparently didn’t get.
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