Reflection on the Virginia
Tech Shootings
We moved our household this weekend, so I had not heard
anything about the shootings at Virginia Tech until that same
night. Next morning, I began reading articles to bring myself
up to speed. The situation hurts. It was a student at the
university, not some outsider. The gunman was 23, only three
years younger than me.
Another person from my generation lashing out in violence;
this is not the first time it’s happened. This situation
brings to mind several other recent occurrences, both locally
and nationally. On a personal level, I recently found out that
a guy from my high school who also graduated from my alma
mater, University of Texas at Dallas (UTD), committed suicide
recently. He was 26, an accomplished musician, national merit
scholar, and earned a computer science degree.
During my junior year at UTD, a friend of mine at a Christian
university came home for Christmas. While she was in Dallas,
she received word that her dormitory roommate had committed
suicide. She was a bright girl with a promising future and was
apparently from a Christian family.
A month after I had graduated UTD, a news report came out that
a student drugged, raped, and assaulted another student—during
an exam study session.
Lastly, while reading about the Virginia Tech gunman’s angst
that finally snapped into a violent rage, I could not help but
remember the Columbine shootings. That report came out my
senior year in high school. The two teenage perpetrators were
my age.
With all of these cases of violent crimes on campuses among
young, educated people, I have to wonder, What is wrong with

my generation? Why are these twenty-somethings breaking like
this? Crime and violence are a part of the fallen world that
we live in, but the inordinate amount of violent and sexual
crimes on campuses is staggering.
My generation has received the most “information” from media
than any other. We have seen the rise of technological
advances that only Gene Rodenberry (Star Trek) could dream of.
We have grown up thinking that every opportunity and
possibility is at our fingertips (or at the click of a mouse).
We have some of the fastest, most efficient cars, the biggest
malls, and some of the best plastic surgery that money can
buy. The nation is rich, and although material resources may
not satisfy us in the long run, they sure feel good right now.
We have medications for nearly everything, and beauty products
for everything else. But apparently all of the riches,
technology, beauty, and opportunities still leave us in
despair—for some, despair to the point of death. Why? Is this
an artifact for only this generation, or does the Bible speak
to the despair plaguing us?
Consider the words of Solomon:
“I made great works. I built houses and planted vineyards for
myself… I bought male and female slaves, and had slaves who
were born in my house. I had also great possessions of herds
and flocks, more than any who had been before me in
Jerusalem. I also gathered for myself silver and gold and the
treasure of kings and provinces… Also whatever my eyes
desired I did not keep from them. I kept my heart from no
pleasure… Then I considered all that my hands had done and
the toil I had expended in doing it, and behold, all was
vanity and a striving after wind, and there was nothing to be
gained under the sun” (Ecclesiastes 2:4,7-8,10-11).
Just as Solomon was blessed and lived in a time of education,
materialism, and plenty, I think his hopelessness rings true

of my generation as well. Compared to prior generations, we
have it all, and yet it only fills us with despair that is
really no different. There is a void that only God can fill.
At the end of Ecclesiastes, Solomon concludes that the end of
the matter is to fear the Lord and keep his commandments
(12:13). In other words, when all is said and done, no amount
of education, riches, or technology can compare to knowing the
Lord through His Son Jesus Christ.
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Deadly College Shootings in U.S.

Some deadly shootings at U.S. colleges or universities, listed
by number of fatalities:
April 16, 2007
A gunman kills 32 people in a dorm and a classroom building at
Virginia Tech in Blacksburg, Va. The suspect then dies by
gunshot himself.
Aug. 1, 1966
Charles Whitman points a rifle from the observation deck of
the University of Texas at Austin’s Tower and begins shooting
in a homicidal rampage that goes on for 96 minutes. Sixteen
people are killed, 31 wounded.
July 12, 1976
Edward Charles Allaway, a custodian in the
California State University, Fullerton, fatally
fellow employees and wounds two others. Mentally
believed his colleagues were pornographers and
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his estranged wife to appear in their movies. A judge found
him innocent by reason of insanity in 1977 after a jury was
unable to reach a verdict and he was committed to the state
mental health system.
Nov. 1, 1991
Gang Lu, 28, a graduate student in physics from China,
reportedly upset because he was passed over for an academic
honor, opens fire in two buildings on the University of Iowa
campus. Five University of Iowa employees killed, including
four members of the physics department, one other person is
wounded. The student fatally shoots himself.
May 4, 1970
Four students were killed and nine wounded by National Guard
troops called in to quell anti-war protests on the campus of
Kent State University in Ohio.
Oct. 28, 2002
Failing University of Arizona Nursing College student and Gulf
War veteran Robert Flores, 40, walks into an instructor’s
office and fatally shoots her. A few minutes later, armed with
five guns, he enters one of his nursing classrooms and kills
two more of his instructors before fatally shooting himself.
Sept. 2, 2006
Douglas W. Pennington, 49, kills himself and his two sons,
Logan P. Pennington, 26, and Benjamin M. Pennington, 24,
during a visit to the campus of Shepherd University in
Shepherdstown, W.Va.
Jan. 16, 2002
Graduate student Peter Odighizuwa, 42, recently dismissed from
Virginia’s Appalachian School of Law, returns to campus and
kills the dean, a professor and a student before being tackled

by students. The attack also wounds three female students.
Aug. 15, 1996
Frederick Martin Davidson, 36, a graduate engineering student
at San Diego State, is defending his thesis before a faculty
committee when he pulls out a handgun and kills three
professors.
Jan. 26, 1995
Former law student Wendell Williamson shoots two men to death
and injures a police officer in Chapel Hill, N.C.
April 2, 2007
University of Washington researcher Rebecca Griego, 26, is
shot to death in her office by former boyfriend Jonathan Rowan
who then turned the gun on himself.
Aug. 28, 2000
James Easton Kelly, 36, a University of Arkansas graduate
student recently dropped from a doctoral program after a
decade of study and John Locke, 67, the English professor
overseeing his coursework, are shot to death in an apparent
murder-suicide.
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A Christian Response to the
Horror at Virginia Tech
Many of us found ourselves glued to the television, watching
videos of the events surrounding the mass murder in
Blacksburg, Virginia. A day like all other days for thousands
of college students, faculty, administrators, and all the rest
that make up the mini-city of Virginia Tech University
suddenly turned into a waking nightmare, the kind of
experience that happens on TV but never really happens to us.
Or so we think. I’ve been to the campus in Blacksburg; it
isn’t the kind of place one would imagine mass murder. But
where would one expect such a thing, except in far away places
like Iraq?
In such situations, our emotions typically take the lead since
it takes awhile to get all the information that informs our
thinking. What emotions do we experience? Shock? Fear, as we
think about students of our own there or at similar campuses?
Sadness for the loss of life, especially for such senseless
loss? Another sense we have, sometimes not till after the
initial shock has worn off, is moral outrage, a deep-seated
sense that what happened was wrong: not in terms of economics
or simply the proper functioning of an organization, but in
terms of moral wrong. Deep down we know there is good and
there is evil, and this event was evil.
But upon what do we base this sense? Before you just brush the
question aside with the ubiquitous “Duh!” or ask
incredulously, “What kind of question is that?!” pause a
moment and give it some thought. Why is such a thing wrong?
After all, if we push a Darwinian, naturalistic worldview to
the limit, we might think ourselves justified in seeing this
kind of horror as really no different from animals attacking
and killing each other. Keep in mind that the Nazis were able
to carry out their slaughter because they had relegated Jews

to a lower level in the evolutionary chain.
The first point I want to make is that Christianity explains
our moral outrage. It’s explained by the fact that we are
created in God’s image and have in us a sense of moral right
and wrong. The apostle Paul wrote that “the requirements of
the law are written on [our] hearts,” that our “consciences
[are] also bearing witness, and [our] thoughts now accusing,
now even defending [us]” (Romans 2:15). God is the standard of
moral right and wrong, and we reflect that knowledge in
ourselves. Of course, we can deaden that knowledge; a
conscience can be trained to ignore promptings to do good.
Have you seen someone get angry (or maybe you got angry
yourself) when a person who commits such an evil act commits
suicide immediately afterwards? Oh, I know: some people
ultimately want the person to die himself. But there’s
something about being denied to express our moral outrage at
the person. We want justice for the crime committed, and we
don’t always want it to be a quick and dirty justice. Frankly,
we’d like the person to suffer and know what he’s suffering
for.
How do we explain our desire for justice? What I described
above is more a desire for vengeance. However, we do want
justice. We want the person to face up to the charges, to hear
the condemnation (consider the trials where families of
victims get to speak their minds to the accused). We want him
to know he did wrong and to know he’s going to suffer the
consequences, and then we want justice meted out.
Along the same lines that Christianity explains moral outrage,
it also explains our desire for justice. We know some things
are morally wrong and are deserving of punishment. And we want
to make a strong enough impression on the guilty that he (or
observers of the case) doesn’t do it again. God is very
interested in justice. A quick search in the New International
Version lists almost one hundred twenty instances of the word

“justice” in the Old Testament. The psalmist writes, “The LORD
loves righteousness and justice; the earth is full of his
unfailing love” (33:5). “Truth is nowhere to be found,” God
said through Isaiah, “and whoever shuns evil becomes a prey.
The LORD looked and was displeased that there was no justice”
(Isa. 59:15). And, “Your hands are full of blood; wash and
make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight!
Stop doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage
the oppressed. Defend the cause of the fatherless, plead the
case of the widow” (1:15-17).
This isn’t just an Old Testament concern. In the New Testament
we have this promise: “For he has set a day when he will judge
the world with justice by the man he has appointed. He has
given proof of this to all men by raising him from the dead”
(Acts 17:31).
A question comes naturally to mind. If God is so interested in
justice, why doesn’t He fulfill it now? This is an extremely
important question. However, it’s one I’m going to forego for
now (search Probe’s Web site for articles on the problem of
evil; Sue Bohlin’s article “The Value of Suffering” is a good
start). The long and short of it is that we don’t know just
what God is up to. We can hazard some guesses. C. S. Lewis
said that suffering is God’s “megaphone to rouse a deaf
world.”
Let’s say we can’t give an answer to the question, Why is evil
allowed? What then? If that’s the primary criterion for
accepting a particular religion or philosophy as true, we will
be able to accept none, not even secularism!
What, then? Where does that leave us? Christianity does have
an answer to that: Christianity offers hope. Even in the worst
of situations, the person who has received the grace of God in
salvation has the hope of a future in which death has no
place. This isn’t “hope” as in cross-your-fingers hope, like,
“I sure hope the game doesn’t get rained out this weekend.” In

the New Testament, hope is presented as the assurance of the
future. We have the hope of eternal life—of that life which
has no room for death—by the resurrection of Jesus from the
dead. The apostle Peter wrote, “Praise be to the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has
given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection
of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). Jesus proved
that He had broken the hold of death through His own death on
the cross by breaking free from the tomb and appearing live to
hundreds of people. Because He rose and conquered death, we
who trust in Him will, too.
Hope is a fundamental ingredient of Christianity. Faith
enables us to say “yes” today to what we know we should do;
hope enables us to say “yes” to the future, because it rests
in the hands of the God Who loves us. One of my favorite
verses in Scripture is in Romans. Paul wrote: “May the God of
hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, so
that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy
Spirit” (15:13). This is God’s desire for us, to live in the
(sure) hope that our future is secure in Him.
One more thing. Christianity isn’t just some set of religious
dogmas and practices that keeps some of us off the streets on
Sunday mornings! Christianity provides a way of life that
minimizes such tragedies. It provides both the framework
within which we order our lives and the ability to do it by
the power of the Holy Spirit living in us. Blaise Pascal held
out the value of Christian morality as an enticement to see if
Christianity is true. Even if it isn’t true, he said, look at
the kind of life it calls us to lead! Thomas Jefferson, who so
rejected the miraculous in the Bible that he edited out of the
New Testament all such things, recognized a high level of
morality in its pages. And when you ask people who the best
exemplars of goodness have been in history, Jesus is typically
on the list, even the lists of those who don’t believe He is
the divine Son of God.

The point is that built into Christianity is a structure of
life that prohibits people hurting each other. Of course, this
isn’t to suggest that Christians never do wrong! But it is to
say that we have more than just pragmatic reasons for doing
right. We do right to honor God, to honor people, because we
believe in moral right and wrong. Sometimes we do the right
thing—only because it’s the right thing to do, regardless of
the rewards! However, I would be dishonest if I didn’t note
that there does lie in our future many blessings for obedient
lives.
But Christianity goes beyond simply providing a moral code. It
also provides the power to follow it! The Holy Spirit somehow
resides in us (one of the mysteries of the faith!), and He
transforms us, changes us through a number of ways into the
image of Christ (cf. Rom. 8:5-17; 12:1,2; Gal. 5:16-26).
To sum up: Christianity explains our moral outrage at the mass
murders at Virginia Tech this week. It explains our desire for
justice, and guarantees that it will be carried out
eventually. It offers real hope, hope that is sure, for those
who suffer. And it provides a way for people to live with one
another without having a reason to give in to such evil
impulses.
It’s likely that some people will read this who aren’t
Christians. If you’re one of them, I’d like to ask you to
consider thoughtfully what I’ve said about Christianity, but
also consider what you believe. You may be an adherent of
another religion or philosophy, or you may simply be a
secularist who believes in God but believes He doesn’t really
have much to do with our lives. My question is this: If you
agree that the issues I’ve raised are important, how does your
belief system answer them? If it does answer them, do the
answers seem plausible? Is there good reason to believe them?
If not, maybe the whole belief system needs to be evaluated.
If you’d like to know more about a Christian understanding of

these issues, hunt around on our Web site for other articles.
Or send us an e-mail. You can even use the old-fashioned
method of calling on the phone!
We’d love to hear from you.
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Virginia
Tech
Massacre:
Coping with Grief
As the world joins Virginia Tech in mourning a terrible
massacre, I’ve found myself experiencing poignant memories of
an earlier visit to that campus when students also struggled
with recent death. Though that tragedy was smaller in scope,
grief and confusion abounded then as now.
Several months before my evening lecture at Virginia Tech, I
had recommended that my hosts have me speak on love, sex, and
dating . . . nearly always a popular campus draw. But they
preferred I speak on death and dying: One Minute After Death.
Reluctantly, I agreed; they publicized accordingly. Though
they didn’t claim clairvoyance, their selection proved
providential.
A few days before my presentation, three Tech students died
tragically in separate incidents involving suicide and a fire.
The campus buzzed with concern about death and dying. The
lecture venue was packed; the atmosphere electric.
Death’s Shuddering Finality
I told the audience of similar sadness: The spring of my
sophomore year at Duke, the student living in the room next to

me was struck and killed by lightning. For some time after
Mike’s death, our fraternity was in a state of shock. My
friends wrestled with questions like, “What’s life all about?”
“What does it mean if it can be snuffed out in an instant?”
“Is there life after death?”
Our springtime happiness became gloom. A memorial service and
personal interaction helped us process our grief. I vividly
recall a classmate driving Mike’s ashes home to Oklahoma at
the end of the term. Death had a shuddering finality.
Now, in the recent massacre’s immediate aftermath,
both heartrending and inspiring are emerging. Rescue
removing bodies from Norris Hall, where the bulk
killings occurred, encountered cellphones ringing,
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parents or friends trying to contact missing students. Parents
wandered the campus that first evening seeking to learn their
children’s fate.
During the siege, engineering professor Liviu Librescu, an
Israeli Holocaust survivor, blocked a door with his body,
sacrificing his life so students could flee.{1}
God and Evil?
As mourners process their anguish, it’s only natural to wonder
where God is in all this. Virginia Governor Tim Kaine, who
once served as a volunteer missionary, noted at the campus
convocation that even Jesus, in his dark hour on the cross,
cried out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”{2} He
encouraged grieving students to embrace their community to
help everyone process their pain.
The late William Sloane Coffin gained fame as a controversial
peace and civil rights activist during the Vietnam War. He
also served as chaplain of Yale University and had a helpful
take on the question of God and suffering.
“Almost every square inch of the Earth’s surface is soaked

with the tears and blood of the innocent,” Coffin told
Religion and Ethics Newsweekly, “and it’s not God’s doing.
It’s our doing. That’s human malpractice. Don’t chalk it up to
God.”
“When [people] see the innocent suffering,” continued Coffin,
“every time they lift their eyes to heaven and say, ‘God, how
could you let this happen?’ it’s well to remember that exactly
at that moment God is asking exactly the same question of us:
‘How could you let this happen?'”{3}
The problem of evil has many complex facets, but the horror in
Blacksburg resulted from human action. Students and faculty
face considerable healing. President Bush reminded them,
“People who have never met you are praying for you…. In times
like this, we can find comfort in the grace and guidance of a
loving God…. ‘Don’t be overcome by evil, but overcome evil
with good.'”{4} Sound counsel for a grieving campus community.
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