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We would like to dedicate this book to the loving memory of the thirteen beloved people who were the victims of the most deadly school shooting in American history. God gave them all life, but this gift was extinguished far too early. 



The Teacher

Dave Sanders

Like many of the teachers and staff at Columbine, Dave risked his life to protect his students. When he heard the sound of gunshots in the school, Dave didn’t run for his life, but shouted out an alarm so others could protect themselves. Then he bravely herded all the students he could find to safety. His actions may have saved hundreds of lives that day, but his selfless sacrifice cost him his own life.

Serving at Columbine for twenty-five years, Dave was a beloved business teacher and the coach of the girls’ basketball team. He inspired his students to do their best through both his life and his death. As he lay dying from his gunshot wounds, Dave asked students to hold pictures of his wife and his two daughters before his eyes. He was focusing on those images as he passed from the chaos of that day into eternity.



The Students

Cassie Bernall

Cassie’s mother wrote a book describing this young woman’s struggles with destructive beliefs and negative self-esteem as  well as the dramatic change she underwent that shaped the final years of her life. Her unquenchable faith in God exposed her to ridicule at school and may have contributed to her death, but her unshakable dedication has helped her become an internationally recognized symbol of Christian commitment.

Steven Curnow

A freshman student who excelled at soccer, Steven loved aviation. His dream was to join the navy and become a pilot of an F-16. He was also an avid Star Wars fan. The new Star Wars movie was scheduled to debut on May 19, 1999, and Steven was eagerly anticipating seeing it. He was a friendly young man who was known for his big smile.

Corey DePooter

An amiable boy who loved America and hoped to serve his country as a marine, Corey spent part of Tuesday morning showing friends pamphlets that a military recruiter had given him. Mature beyond his years and cool and collected under pressure, Corey sought to calm nervous students who huddled with him as the killers roamed the school. Friends brought fishing tackle and gear to his funeral in memory of his love of the outdoors.

Kelly Fleming

Quiet and somewhat shy, Kelly expressed herself well on paper. She was writing the story of her life when she was killed. Her dad lovingly remarked that when they killed his  daughter, they killed innocence. She was just learning to drive and wanted to get a job at a day care center so she could save up money for a Mustang or a Corvette. She had a passion for writing and wanted to pursue that as a career.

Matthew Kechter

The night before he was killed, Matt was up until midnight talking on the phone to our son Craig, who was one of his closest friends. A friendly boy with an infectious sense of humor, Matt had hoped to land a starting spot on Columbine’s football team. The following fall, when the team won its first state title, the victory was dedicated to Matt. As committed to academics as he was to athletics, Matt died next to Craig in the library that day.

Daniel Mauser

Danny had just been named the top biology student at Columbine for the school year, but he never knew that he won the honor because he was killed in the library days before it was announced. A smart, quiet boy who excelled at forensics as well as math and science, he had received straight A’s on his last report card. He had been planning to visit France in the summer after school was out.

Daniel Rohrbough

A hardworking boy who helped out at a family business during the school year and at his grandfather’s Kansas farm in the summer, Danny used the money he made to buy gifts and  presents for others and was universally hailed as unselfish and caring. A good athlete and dedicated weight lifter, Danny was killed outside Columbine. When he didn’t show up for work that afternoon, his parents grew worried, only to see his lifeless body on the cover of the next morning’s newspapers.

Isaiah Shoels

Isaiah was a friend of our son Craig. He had played cornerback on the school’s football team, where he was known for his tenacity. Small in stature but large in heart and spirit, he held his own with larger players. He was killed next to our son under a table in the library. Some of Craig’s worst memories of April 20, 1999, are of hearing racial slurs flung at Isaiah for several minutes before he was murdered. Isaiah dreamed of becoming a music executive.

John Tomlin

John and Doreen Tomlin have become some of my (Darrell) closest friends. Their son, John, was killed in the library. His Chevy truck became one of the two vehicles seen worldwide as monuments of the tragedy. Rachel’s red Acura Legend was the other. John’s open Bible on the dashboard of his truck was a testimony of his beliefs to all who saw it. He had spent time in Mexico helping build housing for the poor and doing mission work. Weeks before his death, John’s mother had asked him where he would want to be buried if anything ever happened to him. Because of that conversation, he is buried in Wisconsin where his two close childhood friends live.

Lauren Townsend

Potential valedictorian of her senior class, Lauren was a member of the National Honor Society and served as captain of the Columbine girls’ varsity volleyball team. A gifted student who had recently visited England with other members of an advanced English class, Lauren worked at an animal shelter, and she planned to study wildlife biology at college in the fall.

Kyle Velasquez

A dedicated Denver Broncos fan, Kyle was often called a “gentle giant.” Kyle manifested a simple sincerity and a kind heart. He was buried with military honors at Fort Logan National Cemetery. His dad was a U.S. Navy veteran. Kyle was working on a computer in the library when he was cruelly gunned down.

Rachel Joy Scott

Our beautiful daughter’s unique life and deep commitment to God are explored in the following pages.

The two perpetrators of these horrible killings took their own lives that tragic day. We ask that you pray for the Klebold and Harris families, who have been subjected to their own unimaginable grief.
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Foreword to the 10th 
Anniversary Edition

Chuck & Gena Norris

Few people have touched the lives of me and my wife, Gena, the way that Rachel Scott has—and we never even had the honor of meeting her. But Rachel always knew that she was going to have a big impact on this world. It still sends shivers up our spines to recall how, as a teen, she took a pencil and traced her hands on the back of her dresser and wrote the words inside the imprints, “These hands belong to Rachel Joy Scott and will someday touch millions of people’s hearts.”

  She certainly has, as one who exemplified a valiant and unwavering spirit in her profession of faith just before the Columbine High School killers took her life. And she certainly will continue to touch millions, as people across this land carry on her compassion and benevolent dare through Rachel’s Challenge (www.rachelschallenge.com), a nationwide school outreach program for the prevention of teen violence. And now we are equally excited that this new edition of Rachel’s Tears will enhance her legacy upon this nation and world.

Shortly before her death, Rachel wrote in a school essay, “I have this theory that if one person can go out of their way to show compassion then it will start a chain reaction of the same.” We not only agree with her, but we’ve accepted her challenge as well. We’ve committed not only to go more out of our way to show mercy and compassion but to fight for greater civility and a better America for the youth who will inherit our nation.

Charles Caleb Colton said back in 1820, “Imitation is the sincerest flattery.” It was true then, and it’s still true today.

Rachel, most of us will probably never live up to your model, but we will do our best to imitate it and live out your challenge. Our hands might never touch millions of lives as you knew yours would someday, but we commit to extend our hands in a compassionate act of kindness each and every day. Our hearts may never beat as faithful and valiant as yours once did, but we promise to fight as if they can and will.

Thanks, from two of the millions you’ve touched, 
 Chuck & Gena Norris



Foreword 

Josh McDowell

I watched in horror as the tragedy in Littleton, Colorado, unfolded on April 20, 1999. As a parent, I could not even begin to comprehend the terrible pain that was to become the daily companion of the family members of the young people killed or injured that day.

I have been moved to get to know Darrell Scott and Beth Nimmo, parents of Rachel Joy Scott, in the midst of their terrible journey. They both deeply loved their daughter. They struggled to be good parents. They watched their daughter as she grew in her faith through moments of deep questioning and steps of profound insight and wisdom. They thought they had a future full of watching her fulfill her dreams. And then in a moment she was lost to them here on earth forever.

Now, through Rachel’s Tears, they share how God has given them the grace to allow Him to transform this tragedy into triumph. I am grateful that Darrell and Beth are boldly using their story to heal young people and parents and to give new hope for the future to our nation.



Preface 

Wes Yoder

Are you watching the breaking news from Columbine High School?” was the first thing I heard when I called a friend who is a news producer at CNN headquarters in Atlanta on that day we will never forget as long as we live. No horror quite like this had visited us before. We hoped and prayed it would never visit us again.

Every generation seems to lose its innocence, in one way or another, at the wrong time. For this generation, no loss had ever been more personal or come with such devastating finality. Those under the age of thirty had never seen a day more dark. We shivered as the chill enveloped us.

As a nation, we watched the moment-by-moment replay of a tragedy, as the face of evil was unmasked before us. We gasped in horror. What we saw was a reflection of our own marred image. In that tragic hour, the soul of our nation was pierced, and the raw terror of our own barbarism made us shudder and weep.

Now, a year later, perhaps what we should fear most is that our pain should pass on into the night too quickly. Borne on the wings of pain and suffering come many of life’s greatest treasures, and these treasures become for us the nonnegotiables of our existence on the worn soil of this old world. Forget the lessons and squander the treasures, and they must be learned again and again. Keep them, and they will be ours forever.

I have had the honor of meeting many of the parents and some of the students and friends of those whose lives were  destroyed at Columbine. In each one there is a quiet and sacred place, a holy determination that their children, their brothers and sisters, and their friends must not have died in vain. This, for them, is about much more than learning to suffer with dignity and grace.

And that, in part, is the reason for this book. Darrell and Beth, as broken as they have been, as many tears as they still pour over their daughter’s grave and onto the shoulders of their children and friends, have found a place of strength and hope. From their broken hearts, the sounds of a new song are being heard. It is a song about love and forgiveness and kindness they pray will be carried as healing to others experiencing sorrow and loss in whatever form they come. Perhaps what they have learned will prevent similar grief for others. “Kindness,” as Darrell says, “is the best antidote for violence.”

It is my most sincere prayer that we, the people of this great and mighty nation, will not lose the qualities that have made us great—the respect, honor, and dignity afforded to everyone from the least to the greatest where the weak and the strong seek the good of each other as brothers and sisters. And to you, dear Columbine, may God’s grace comfort and sustain you always!



Introduction
The Book We Didn’t Want to Write
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Rachel Joy Scott

We are thankful that you are reading this book, but we hope you understand that it is a book we never wanted to write.

The horrible tragedy at Columbine has turned things absolutely upside down for us and for the other families and loved ones of the thirteen people who were killed and the many more who were injured that day in April 1999.

Since then, this unimaginable event has struck a nerve with people around the world as many have struggled to come to grips with America’s worst school shooting. A writer for the magazine Christianity Today said, “This event is becoming a defining moment for this generation of teens.”

In the past year, we have been repeatedly interviewed by  the national media, we have met world leaders and renowned entertainers, and we have spoken to thousands upon thousands of people at schools, churches, and town hall meetings.

We do all this because we believe that our daughter Rachel Scott has a powerful message that survives her tragic death and needs to be heard by everyone.

Sorrow and Serenity

In everything we do, our deep sense of calling is mingled with a profound sense of sadness. The speeches we have given and the words that appear on these pages have been mixed with innumerable tears.

We wish we didn’t have to do any of this. This whole episode has been a cause of great pain and great loss in our lives. We would drop everything in an instant if we could have Rachel with us once again, or if we could have kept our son Craig from experiencing the horrors he endured that day in the Columbine library.

At the same time, even though we never would have chosen to live through the last year, we have lived through it, and we now have a powerful conviction that God had a purpose in the way that Rachel’s life unfolded.

As you will see, Rachel had a growing sense that she did not have long to live. We picked up only inklings of this while she was alive, but it all became crystal clear to us in the weeks and months after her death as we read the many journals she had written.

Letters to God

Some people cry out to God in prayer. Others reach out to God through singing, playing music, or creating works of art. Rachel did all of these things, but more than anything, she poured out her heart to God through writing in her journals.

In 1997, Beth gave Rachel a small journal for Christmas. That very day, Rachel wrote a prayer to God on page one. Reading that prayer today, you can see the simple and joyous intimacy she had with God, telling Him about her plans for the journal, and thanking Him for the birth of His Son nearly two thousand years ago. Over the next sixteen months, Rachel would write hundreds of letters to God, leaving us with a record of her love for her Lord.

After her death, we found her many journals, which overflow with her prayers, her doubts, her ever-evolving sense of purpose and calling, and her growing sense that her days on this earth were numbered.

You will be reading portions of her private journals and seeing some of the drawings she made on their pages. Our purpose isn’t to hold Rachel up as some kind of perfect, sinless saint because she was as frail and fallen as all of us, as her brothers and sisters are well aware.

Rather, we share these things because we believe her brief life holds powerful lessons for all of us, including young people, for whom she cared so much, and parents, many of whom struggle with how to instill deep and lasting godly values in their children.

During the last year, we have learned a few other lessons from Rachel’s brief life and sudden death, lessons we will be sharing with you.
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Living the Life

Rachel loved God, and she had an overpowering urge to communicate that love to everyone she knew. She didn’t beat people over the head with her Bible, and she never coerced anyone into faith. Instead, she shared her faith by living her life to the full, praying that others would see the divine light that burned so brightly within her heart.

We hope that by telling Rachel’s story, we can help those who knew her to have a greater understanding of her inner  spiritual motivations. We also hope those who didn’t know her can be inspired by her example.

Resting in God’s Hands

Through the events of the past year, we have come to a deeper understanding of something theologians call the sovereignty of God.

Everyone wrestles with questions about good and evil, asking how God can permit bad things to happen in the world. We continue to wrestle with these same issues, and we certainly don’t have all the answers. But in some ways, the losses we have endured have helped us experience a deeper level of trust in God and a more accepting faith that He knows exactly what He is doing.

This is a painful thing to say, of course, for no parent wants to go through the soul-wrenching things that we and the other Columbine parents have endured.

At the same time, we know that Rachel prayed that she would make an impact on the world. She wanted to serve God with all her heart. And her willingness to die for her faith has already had a powerful impact on thousands and thousands of young people around the world who have heard us talk about her message.

The ways of God are mysterious, but we believe that God sovereignly prepared Rachel for her own death, providing her with an increasingly clear awareness that the end was near. In fact, during the final hours before she and others were shot, Rachel drew a prophetic picture in her journal showing her eyes crying thirteen tears that were watering a rose. She also had a brief talk with a girlfriend named  Lindsay, during which Rachel said she felt something very strange about the day.

Rachel may have been concerned and possibly even fearful. But as she did in other cases, she clung to God, believing that He was with her in the present moment and would be with her until the very end. We believe her faith in God and her submission to His will provide an inspiring model that more of us should emulate.

Forgiving the Unforgivable

People respond differently to tragedy when it strikes their lives. Some never get over it. Others become bitter and angry, and that is easily understandable. However, we are given the opportunity to experience a realm of grace that is incomprehensible to some when we choose to forgive. Were we angry when our daughter was killed? Yes! Were we sad? Beyond description! But are we forgiving? That is probably one of the most difficult issues to face when you have been so deeply wronged.

Our understanding of God’s heart left us only one choice, the decision to forgive. It was the choice of Jesus as He hung on a cross dying. He said in Matthew 5:43–44: “You have heard that it was said, ‘Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you.”

Forgiveness is not just for the offender. It is also for the one who is offended. If we do not forgive, we end up in perpetual anger and bitterness and eventually offend others with our words or actions. If we forgive, we experience a “letting go” or cleansing process that frees us from the offender.

There is a great misunderstanding about forgiveness. Forgiveness is not pardon. Forgiveness is an attitude, while pardon is an action. Had they lived, we would not have pardoned these boys for what they did. In fact, I (Darrell) would have killed them to prevent the slaughter that occurred if I had been given the chance. I believe most people would have done the same. If they had lived, we would have testified against them and demanded that justice be done. However, our hearts toward them could not have harbored unforgiveness. Unforgiveness blocks God’s ability to flow through us to help others.

It was this attitude of forgiveness that caught the attention of people such as Maria Shriver, Tom Brokaw, and Larry King. It produced positive remarks from people such as Rosie O’Donnell, who stated that she was brought to her knees in the face of such grace. We say this, not to gloat, but to illustrate that forgiveness brings positive response from others. We also recognize that many of the other victims’ families from the Columbine tragedy expressed a heart of forgiveness as well.

God wants us to overcome evil with good. Such a thing is beyond human ability, but it is possible when we acknowledge our weakness and submit to God’s grace. It is our prayer that this book will help sow the seeds of grace and forgiveness in your heart as you read the incredible story of our precious daughter Rachel.

An Improbable “Saint”

If Rachel were alive today, she would get a big laugh out of the fact that people were reading her journals and looking at her as if she were a Christian role model.

Still, we believe she would be pleased that you’re reading these pages right now. A passion for God, a compassion for others, and a deep desire to be an instrument of God’s grace were cornerstones of her life. She would be gratified to see seeds of commitment and forgiveness being planted in the heart of everyone who reads this book.

Sincerely, 
Darrell Scott and Beth Nimmo







Rachel’s Tears



1 “Halls of Tragedy”
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Columbine High School

The events of April 20, 1999, have generated miles of print in newspapers and magazines and months’ worth of coverage on TV and radio all over the world.

The televised images of frightened children running from a school surrounded by dozens of police clothed in bullet-proof vests and armed with high-caliber weapons were instantly broadcast around the globe and remain a chilling testimony of the terrible events that unfolded that day.

Nearly everyone now knows that two troubled teens who were overcome with hatred and a desire for revenge lashed out at their peers at Columbine High School, a school of nearly nineteen hundred students located eight miles southwest of Denver, Colorado. When the smoke cleared, twelve young people and one teacher were dead, nearly two dozen  more were injured, and hundreds more were traumatized by the hellish sights and sounds they experienced.

Investigators had to use extreme caution in analyzing the crime, and what they found was at least as shocking as the shootings themselves. The two boys had planted nearly one hundred explosive devices in and around the school. Most of the bombs never went off, but if they had, they could have taken hundreds more innocent lives.

In the year since that fateful day, Columbine has become a potent symbol of the alienation and violence that can often lie hidden beneath the seemingly tranquil surface of contemporary American life. The tragedy has been endlessly dissected by various experts, civic leaders, and religious figures seeking to find some sense of resolution among all the pain and chaos.

What is less well known is how that fateful day was experienced by those who were closest to the tragedy. In the following pages, Darrell and Beth recount the emotional roller coaster they rode as the day’s events unfolded.

Then they tell how their discovery of Rachel’s journals led to new insights into their daughter’s intense spiritual life. As they reviewed the writings and drawings that Rachel had kept private to herself and God, they came to a deeper understanding of her all-encompassing faith as well as her premonitions of her death.

In a journal entry, Rachel eerily described the corridors of Columbine as “halls of tragedy.” As painful as it is for Rachel’s parents to relive the memories of what happened on April 20, 1999, they form a necessary prelude to the story of a young girl’s amazing spiritual pilgrimage that will be told in the rest of this book.

Beth

Then two will be in the field; one will be taken and one will be left.

—Matthew 24:40 NRSV

The dawn broke over our hometown of Littleton that fateful morning of Tuesday, April 20, 1999, just as it had so many times before. What began as an ordinary school day at our household in a typical middle-class neighborhood just blocks away from Columbine High School gave me no hint of the storm clouds gathering over my home, my family, my city, and ultimately my world. I could never have imagined, as I went through the usual motions of getting my children up and ready for school that morning, that before this day was over, my heart would be shredded and my familiar world left shattered. On this day, my precious seventeen-year-old daughter, Rachel Joy Scott, would be cruelly martyred for her faith in Jesus Christ and go to heaven.

I ran downstairs and knocked on the bedroom doors of Rachel and her younger brother Craig, telling them that they needed to get up right away. I put in a load of laundry and ran back upstairs to tap on my youngest son Mike’s door to remind him of the time. The routine was familiar, and I’d give almost anything to be able to go back and live out that familiar pace again, but I know I can never go back. I got myself ready for work, and a few minutes later, ran down the stairs again to check on the kids, making sure they were moving around. After a second knock and call to Rachel, I returned upstairs.

Rachel had a heavy schedule on Mondays, working at the Subway sandwich shop after school, and then after work going  to her youth cell group, which lasted late into the evening. On most Tuesday mornings it was hard for her to get up for that 7:20 a.m. class. There was always so much activity in Rachel’s life at that time, and an evening at home for her was becoming rare. In the previous month she had been at her school play rehearsal almost every school night. My mother’s heart was concerned that Rachel was getting too tired.

It was only a matter of minutes before I heard Rachel tapping on my bathroom door: “Mom, may I come in?” I knew what would come next. Rachel would drag out my makeup bag and start pulling out her favorite cosmetics. As with many teenagers, Rachel’s own personal makeup could be any number of places—her backpack, car, or purse or with a friend— but she could always count on Mom’s makeup to be in the same place every time. Even though I would sometimes pretend to be exasperated, I actually enjoyed having this little bit of “girl time” with her every morning. How I yearn to hear that tapping on my bathroom door and her sweet voice again.

There was a game that the kids and I would play at times. It was one where they would be the parent and I would be the selfish, rebellious, bratty kid. I loved this game because I could show them just how they acted at times. I always got into this role and loved giving them a hard time. As usual, Rachel and I started bantering in our play-acting, and before I knew it, her brothers Craig and Michael joined in. It was amazing how the wit and satire would start to flow.

I don’t recall the actual conversation that morning, but I remember as if it were seared into my mind one of the last things Rachel said to me before she left the bathroom: “Mom, I just don’t know what I am going to do with you. I am not going to be able to take care of you anymore.” Another impression  that I hold dear in my memory of that last morning we had together was how beautiful Rachel looked. I remember in detail what clothes she had on, and I thought, You know, she is so unaware of how pretty she is. How could I have known that my memory of her clothes would become so important later that day?

In the next minute or two, Rachel was calling out to Craig to hurry up or they were going to be late for class. It’s a cross we bear in our family that Craig is usually late, and we regularly end up waiting for him. It was the source of more than one argument on school mornings. Within minutes, they were out the door and into Rachel’s little red Acura, which she had sweetly convinced her stepfather, Larry, that she just had to have.

After dropping Mike off at his school, I went to work. The day was busy, and before I knew where the time had gone, it was after 11:00 a.m. The office phone rang, and I picked it up. Much to my surprise it was my oldest daughter, Bethanee. I could hear panic and fear in her voice. She said, “Mom, something terrible is happening at Columbine. I’m going to go down there and get Craig and Rachel.”

She frantically told me to turn on the news, and I immediately turned off my CD and tuned in a news station. My heart began to race as I heard the newscaster describe a vicious attack occurring at Columbine High School! Rachel! Craig! My thoughts raced as I tried to make sense of what I was hearing. I called my husband, Larry, on his cell phone and told him to turn on the news. I then ran into my boss’s office and said, “I may need to leave work.” I blurted, “Something is happening at Columbine, and on the radio they are requesting that parents come and get their students.” Of course, my boss said, “Beth, do what you need to do.” I called Larry back and asked him to come and pick me up right away. We needed to get to our children!

While I waited anxiously for Larry, I had another call. A momentary rush of relief came over me. It was my sixteen-year-old son, Craig. The conversation didn’t last long, but his words were chilling. He said, “Mom, I’m okay and safe, but this is bad, Mom, really, really bad. I have been praying with kids outside the school that may have brothers or sisters still in there that they will get out safe, but, Mom, I can’t find Rachel. Mom, I have a real bad feeling about Rachel, and, Mom, we have to pray for her. This is bad, Mom, and we need to pray for Rachel!” He repeated that more than once, and then he said he had to get off the phone because he had borrowed a cell phone to call me and other kids were waiting to use it.

Seconds after I said good-bye to Craig and hung up, Larry ran into my office. Parents were being directed to two pickup points where students were being bused in. One was Leawood Elementary School, and the other was the Columbine Public Library. Larry had been in conversation by cell phone with Rachel’s father, Darrell, and since he was going to Leawood, we decided to go to the library. We had to park some distance away because everything was blocked off and emergency and police vehicles were everywhere. Half walking and half running, we arrived at the library and were immediately overwhelmed by what seemed to be total confusion.

Parents and kids alike were huddled around crying, hugging, and telling what had happened. There was an officer or someone from emergency services standing on a chair asking people to listen as he tried to give out information. Lists of students who were safe and accounted for were being announced, and of course, many parents were calling out the names of their children to find out if they were listed. As I look back, this whole experience seems so unreal. Already stores and fast-food  services had started bringing in food, drinks, and water. Representatives from all over the community were there to offer counseling and support to students and parents. There was a TV broadcasting on-site news. However, parents were being encouraged not to watch the TV because the situation was somewhat out of control and nothing was being confirmed.

The afternoon dragged on and on. Rachel had just finished performing in the high school play about ten days before, and I recognized some of the other student performers in the library. I went up to one young man named Sergio and told him who I was and asked if he had seen Rachel or knew of anyone who had information about her. His eyes filled with tears, and he said no one had seen her. He said if he got any news, he would be sure to let me know. I went back and sat down in a chair where I had spent much of the afternoon. On and off through the day, I overheard unbelievable accounts of the students’ various experiences.

The later it got into the afternoon, the more my concern grew. Around 5:00 p.m., the crowd in the library was thinning. Buses had been bringing in students and as they were being united with their parents, people were leaving. After a while the authorities announced that all remaining parents should go to Leawood, as there would be no more buses coming to the library.

Larry and I hurried back to our car and started on the detour set up by the police to get to the school. Darrell, Rachel’s dad, and Larry had been keeping up with each other by cell phone during the day. Jefferson County school authorities had called for a mandatory lockdown of all the schools in the area because of the Columbine emergency, so my youngest son, Mike, had to be signed out by my eldest daughter, Bethanee, before he  could be released from Ken Caryl Middle School. Bethanee and her husband, Don, had gone to our house. Rachel’s sister Dana had come from her work, and Craig was finally at home. We felt we had all our bases covered if anyone received a call from Rachel.

We found parking as close to Leawood as possible, and we were amazed at the news media that had set up camp with their trucks, satellite dishes, and cameras. We walked past the governor giving an interview, and approached the entrance of the school. The first people I recognized were my brother-inlaw, Larry Scott, and a co-church worker, Ray Feidt. Larry had two children, Jeff and Sarah, at Columbine. They had made it out safely. He put his arm around me and said, “Beth, this does not look good.”

We were taken into a room and asked to sit down. People were everywhere, but I had not seen Darrell yet. Coming into the room a few minutes later, Isaiah Shoels’s parents sat with us. We were in this room about ten minutes when they told us to go to the auditorium. That was when I finally saw Darrell. He had been watching as buses brought in students.

Chairs had been arranged in circles in small groups of about ten. The room was filled with numerous authorities. There were a couple of women who introduced themselves as victim assistance counselors. They asked whom we were waiting to hear from and offered to help in any way. They stayed right by our sides. They began to ask many questions, and I broke down and started to cry. When they asked if they could call anyone for us, I said, “Yes, please call our pastor and his wife, Bruce and Claudia Porter of Celebration Church.”

Some dear friends of mine came in and began to offer comfort and prayer. We went through an outside door and just  cried together. A table was set up out there with cell phones. They offered me one so I could call my parents in Indiana. It was so hard to tell my mom and dad that Rachel might be a victim. Of course, their response was, “We will be on the next plane.” My parents knew exactly what was happening to me and where I was emotionally because on two separate occasions, they had had a daughter and a son drown.

It was now dark outside. What had started as a beautiful, warm, sunny spring day had turned into every parent’s worst nightmare. We were told there would be one last bus with remaining students. All the parents in the room were holding their breath hoping to see their children. As the bus emptied, my heart sank, and I fought off a wave of panic and total despair. Rachel was not on that bus.

A few minutes later, an announcement was made that missing persons reports were going to be handed out and that any children not accounted for needed to have a form filled out about them. When my eyes fell upon that form, all of the morning’s precious memories filled my mind. I remembered exactly what Rachel was wearing, right down to my grandmother’s silver wedding band that Rachel had asked to have.

I broke down, and my trembling hands couldn’t write. Someone took the form from me and wrote what I told her to put down. I could still see in my mind’s eye Rachel smiling, standing in my bathroom as she had just hours before, wearing a black tank top with a long-sleeved plaid shirt over it. Her pants were dark with a white stripe going down the side. Her hair was short with a red tint. Rachel had recently cut and dyed her hair to play a part in the school play. Her birth date was August 5, 1981. Somehow all of these details became very, very important.

Somewhere, from what seemed to be far off in the distance, I heard a voice on a PA system asking for our attention. The authorities collected the forms from us, but were giving out very little information. They were still not confirming any fatalities. They were, however, letting people know where injured students had been taken. Whatever hopes I had left were dashed when I realized that Rachel’s name was not on any of those lists either.

After 8:00 p.m., we were told that no more information was going to be released that evening. We were encouraged to go home. No more information? Where was my Rachel? How could I just “go home” without my daughter? Was she alive? Was she wounded?

I knew in my heart that I needed to go home. I had four other children and a son-in-law there. Family members, our pastor, and others went with us to our house. As we drove up to our driveway, on the lawn sat my daughter Dana with friends, crying and comforting each other.

Inside Craig was sitting on the couch in a daze. I hugged him, but he did not seem to be aware of what was going on around him. Pastor Bruce and Claudia began to reach out to him. They were sitting beside him on the piano bench when the story of Craig’s experience started gushing out. He was crying hard as he tried to explain what had happened.

Craig was in the library, sitting with Matt Kechter and Isaiah Shoels. The kids heard sounds like firecrackers going off. A teacher ran into the room yelling for the kids to get down, but until they saw a wounded student come in and collapse right inside the door, they thought that it must be senior pranks. Kids started crowding under tables. Craig was between Matt and Isaiah as they crouched together. Eric and  Dylan entered the room shouting and yelling. Craig heard one say, “Get anyone with a white hat.” Craig had worn a white hat to school that day, so he quickly took it off and stuffed it inside his shirt. There was complete chaos as guns were going off, the alarms in the school were screeching, and the shooters were mocking and taunting their victims.

As Eric and Dylan approached the side of the library where Craig was, they spotted Isaiah, one of the few black students at Columbine. They made horrible racial remarks to him and shot him. But it was as if God put blinders on the killers when it came to Craig. Craig played dead so that he would not draw any attention to himself. They then shot and killed Matt before moving to another table. Craig had to lie there in the blood of his two friends who were lying dead on each side of him.

At some point, the shooters left the library. The roar of gunshots was so loud in Craig’s ears that he thought his ears were bleeding. He could not tell the exact location of the killers, but he began to pray. Craig asked God for two things. First, he prayed for God to take away his fear, and second, he asked for courage. He felt God immediately answer his prayer, and his fear suddenly disappeared. He heard what he believed to be God’s voice instructing him what to do next. He was to get up and get out and take everyone with him.

The kids were paralyzed with fear. Most of them were too afraid to move a muscle or say a word. Craig started rousing them, saying, “Come on! Let’s get out of here!” One young lady who had been shot in the shoulder and was in serious condition was weakly calling out, “Please, please help me.” Craig helped get her up, and with the other surviving students, they made their way out of a side exit door before the shooters reentered the library, intent on claiming more  victims. Thanks to Craig’s bravery, their remaining targets had escaped to safety.

That night was a painful, sleepless one. Craig was in complete shock and trauma, and brokenhearted sorrow gripped and overwhelmed the rest of the family. It was not until around 11:30 the next morning that we received a call from the coroner’s office confirming that Rachel Joy Scott was among those who died on April 20, 1999. Even as I write these words, nearly a year later, tears stream down my face knowing that the destruction of that day cannot be reversed. Real violence has real consequences.

The following days are somewhat of a blur. We had to attend to the business at hand, arranging for Rachel’s funeral and memorial service. My home was filled with people as family and friends poured in. The media, hopeful of gaining interviews with us, called constantly. Darrell and I were in agreement that all interviews would be on hold until after we had taken care of our daughter. We had to bury our dead.

Chapel Hill Mortuary offered its services and became a tremendous source of strength and help. A new product had just come on the market to serve families who had lost a child or young adult. Without hesitation, Darrell and I both knew it was for Rachel. It was a light beige casket that could be signed with a permanent marker. These tender expressions of love and farewell would be a part of Rachel forever. She had shared many little notes with her friends during her brief life, and we knew it would be something she would have loved.

Saturday, April 24, 1999, was chosen for Rachel’s funeral service. We felt strongly that dwelling on the violence and horror of that awful Tuesday could not play a part of our remembering Rachel. She loved life far too much, and we  would try our best to celebrate and remember all the wonderful things that made her so special to all of us.

That service came together because of the grace of God. I believe it was everything Rachel would have wanted. Rachel’s love for people and for the Lord was obvious that Saturday. As members of her family and so many of her friends stood to give tearful tribute to her, we smiled, laughed, and wept over this wonderful gift she was to us.

The tributes expressed to my daughter brought great comfort and gladness to my heart; however, something even more awesome took place that day. I believe a supernatural phenomenon occurred during the memorial service. As our pastor, Bruce Porter, stood to speak, God inspired him to talk about a bloodstained torch that had fallen from Rachel’s hand. He challenged everyone to take up Rachel’s torch.

Only God knew how that moment would spark a generation of young people to take up the challenge of what Rachel and the other Columbine victims represented. We were later told that CNN, which televised her service uninterrupted, logged its largest viewing audience of any broadcast shown. It even eclipsed Princess Diana’s funeral, which would have pleased Rachel greatly since she lightheartedly called herself “Queen Rachel.”

Our family was the first to respond to that challenge of picking up the torch that Rachel and the other slain Christians at Columbine carried. In the following pages, we want to share with you the heart of a young girl who was totally given to pouring out her life for the Lord. Because her time on earth was cut short, we have committed ourselves to walking out her mission with the legacy of her writings, poetry, and artwork as a constant reminder of what this life is all about.

Darrell

A Father’s Sorrow 

At the time, I was working as a sales manager for a food company, and I also had a secondary hobby-type job that involved buying antiques and selling them at two different Denver-area antique outlets.

It was around noon, and I was at an antique outlet in Aurora, which is on the opposite side of town from Columbine. I had just begun unloading some items from my pickup truck when my cell phone rang. It was my fiancée, Sandy, on the line, asking me if I had seen what was happening on television. “There’s been a shooting at Columbine,” she said with a note of shock in her voice. That call was the beginning of what would be twenty-four hours of heart-pounding horror for me.

Even before the phone call ended I had goose bumps all over my body. I had two children at Columbine, my seventeen-year-old daughter Rachel and my sixteen-year-old son Craig, along with a nephew and a niece, Jeff and Sarah.

I dropped what I was doing, ran to the front of the outlet where I told the manager that I had to leave everything where it was, and jumped in my truck. As I rushed across town, I listened to a local radio station, which was giving sketchy accounts of multiple shootings and mayhem. There were no reports of fatalities yet, but the situation at Columbine sounded deadly serious. I could feel my heart pounding nearly out of my chest. I was terrified.

When I got about two miles away from the school, both lanes of traffic were jammed, and there was no way to get closer. Traffic became hopelessly gridlocked, and I was feeling  increasingly agitated. I felt close to hyperventilating and hoped that I wouldn’t have a heart attack right there in my truck.

I wanted desperately to be at the school and to know what was happening, but I was also fearful of what I might find out.

About that time there was an announcement on the radio telling parents to go to Leawood Elementary School, which is near Columbine.

Creeping along in the bumper-to-bumper traffic, I was praying for my children. For some reason, I wasn’t concerned for Craig, but I was concerned for Rachel.

Craig was a big boy who was on the wrestling team. I guess I thought he could take care of himself. As I would find out later that evening, Craig had been in the school library between two boys who were shot to death, and he narrowly missed being killed. I believe his survival was a miracle.

My real concern was for Rachel, who was so feminine and so tiny. Maybe it is a father’s natural instinct to want to nurture and protect his daughter and to assume that a son can take care of himself. That may be chauvinistic, but I wasn’t analyzing things then. I was too busy navigating the traffic, hanging on to every word I heard over the radio, and praying to God for my children, my nephew, and my niece.

While I was praying, I sensed that God was trying to tell me something. I tried to hear His voice amid the confusion of my thoughts and feelings, but when I focused in, I heard these words again and again in my heart: This is a spiritual event, a spiritual event.

For the next thirty-five or forty minutes, I kept hearing the words: This is a spiritual event. It was almost as if I had heard a song on the radio and then couldn’t get the melody out of my mind.

Chaos and Confusion

I finally arrived at Leawood Elementary School around one o’clock. It was a scene I will never forget. Hundreds of cars full of frightened parents had arrived before me, and I could feel my heart pounding once again. There was absolutely no place to park.

After what seemed like an eternity, I found a spot for my truck and half walked, half ran toward the school. One of the first people I encountered was my brother Larry Scott, who was running toward me.

“I don’t know why, but I’m concerned about Rachel,” I blurted out as soon as I saw him. Larry, a calm and comforting man who calls me Bubba, tried to help me relax. “Oh, Bubba,” he said, “everything is going to be all right. They’re bringing in kids by the busload right now.”

As I looked toward the school, I could see a big yellow school bus pulling up with a load of kids who had been brought from Columbine. I also noticed that all around me were signs of both joy and sorrow. Here, parents hugged a child who had escaped from the tragedy unscathed. And there, a group of students sat together weeping.

I think I was experiencing something like preliminary shock. I was still covered with goose bumps and feeling a mixture of dread and disbelief about the whole scene. I kept thinking and hoping that maybe Rachel was hiding safely in the school somewhere, but I also was afraid for her.

The Long Wait

As I entered the pandemonium of the school, I was on my  cell phone talking to Larry Nimmo, the husband of Beth, Rachel’s mother. Larry and Beth were at a nearby public library where, like me, they were desperately awaiting word about Rachel.

We talked throughout the day, promising to let each other know the minute we heard anything. Soon they called me with good news. Craig had called the house to report that he was okay. I was so relieved that Craig was safe, but my concern for Rachel only deepened. The long afternoon wore on. Busloads of kids continued to arrive at the school to be greeted by distraught but thankful parents.

I stood on my tiptoes, scrutinizing every bus for any sign of Rachel. Dozens of buses came, one after another, full of young passengers who were frantically hugged by anxious parents. And one after another, they drove off empty. As time passed, the number of parents waiting in the school became smaller and smaller. Later in the afternoon, school officials called all of us who were still waiting into the auditorium. I was growing more fearful for Rachel by the minute. I felt numb. And fewer buses were arriving at the school.

My worst fears worsened around three o’clock while I was standing outside the school. I happened to be near some young people who were talking and crying together. Amid this group I noticed one or two students who had performed with Rachel in the school play, which had been held a week or two earlier.

From a short distance away, I overheard one of them say the name Rachel. I edged closer, feeling as if my ears were giant radar dishes that could hear every syllable and every breath. Then one of them said she had seen Rachel’s body outside the school.

I approached one of the boys in the group and asked him if  they had been talking about Rachel Scott. Looking at me with tears in his eyes, he said yes, they were.

I remember everything going into slow motion from that point on. There is a numbness that sets in that causes everything to seem unreal. All I could think to do was to call Sandy and let her know what I had heard. Sandy was working in her hair salon and had told me to call her as soon as I knew what was going on. She immediately left her clients and headed over to me.

As we would discover much later, a bullet had passed through Rachel’s body and torn a hole in the covers of the journal she was carrying in her backpack.
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The covers of Rachel’s journal 

But I was still hoping against hope that what the young man had said was incorrect or that I had misunderstood him. During the rest of the day, I kept replaying what he had said in my mind, reexamining every word, and thinking that just maybe there was a possibility that it wasn’t my Rachel he was talking about.

I was still holding on to some flickers of hope, but after a while, I became increasingly convinced that Rachel was dead. I don’t think I could describe how I felt at that moment. More than anything, well, I guess I was absolutely stunned. I called Larry Nimmo on his cell phone and told him what I had heard, but I asked him not to tell Beth yet. I didn’t want her to suffer needlessly if Rachel was still alive.

A Dwindling Crowd and Fading Hopes

Soon Sandy arrived, and I was able to break down for the first time and cry. She has been a tremendous source of comfort and strength for me during this time of grief in my life. By this time, Larry and Beth joined us with the rest of the parents waiting at Leawood. Their pastor, Bruce Porter, was with us too. While we were sitting there together in the auditorium, someone said he had seen Rachel on television among the wounded. We rushed to a television, but we didn’t see any sign of her.

My emotions were on overload. In the course of a moment, I would go from total despair to anticipation to hope, all the while looking at every kid who got off those buses, hoping that the next person would be Rachel.

Then there was the announcement. The last busload of students from Columbine was on its way to Leawood. We ran outside, watching every young person step off that bus. I didn’t see Rachel. My mind was playing all kinds of tricks on  me, and I thought that maybe I had missed her. So I rushed back into the cafeteria to see if she was there.

When the last young man from the bus walked across the stage of the auditorium to be united with his parents, a handful of us were left. Looking around, I could see the members of the Shoels family, who were there with their aunts and uncles and cousins. I remember seeing the wife of Dave Sanders, who was one of the teachers at the school. And I remember seeing John Tomlin, who over the last year has become one of my closest friends as we have walked through this tragedy together.

All of us were there together in the auditorium, and I could see the glazed look on everyone’s face. Some people were crying. Others seemed to be in shock.

I remember being in such pain that I could hardly think or talk. Sandy and I sat with our arms around each other for support. I was conscious of trained counselors in the room who were reaching out to the families, but I had not expressed a desire to talk with any of them. However, as we sat there I began to sense the presence of someone directly behind me. As that feeling grew stronger, I finally looked over my right shoulder. There sat a Catholic nun, praying silently to God with her hands stretched out to Sandy and me. There was something so serene and peaceful about her that I just turned around and spoke to her. She didn’t say much, but her eyes spoke volumes. Sandy and I ended up in her embrace, and I remember just sobbing from the depths of my being. Looking back, I believe that was the moment when Rachel’s death became real to me for the first time.

We stayed at the school until seven or eight o’clock that evening. People had brought in food, but nobody could eat  anything. Sandy offered to stay up with me that night, but I declined. I went home to a sleepless night haunted by memories of a beautiful young girl who had been the joy of my life. I spoke her name thousands of times that night and wept until there was nothing but dry sobs. That night I could not see the positive impact her life and death would have on millions of people. All I could see was a huge hole in my future that could never be replaced. There are some things worse than physical torture or death. Losing a child is one of them.

Around eleven o’clock the next morning, I received the official call that Rachel was dead. She had been shot outside the school where she was sitting and eating lunch with a friend.

Media Madness

Soon all the people connected with Columbine found themselves at the center of a media cyclone. The media people treated me with the utmost sensitivity, but for the first month, I participated in interviews and media events in a dreamlike daze punctuated by painful moments of despair. Much of the time I was half expecting Rachel to walk through the door.

One particularly difficult time came while I was taping an episode of Oprah. Two years earlier, I had walked into my living room to find Rachel sitting and watching Oprah. She tilted her head, looked at me, and said, “Dad, someday you’re going to see me on Oprah.”

I had forgotten all about that moment until I was walking onto the sound stage and I looked up to see Rachel’s photo on the screen. My knees buckled, and I fell to the floor.

Oprah came over to see if I was all right, and I shared that memory with her. She started crying. During the taping that  day, we had to stop the cameras twelve times because people in the studio were breaking down and weeping.

Perhaps I was in a state of shock during those months. If so, I think that was God’s gracious way of preserving me from totally falling apart.

My primary feeling during the whole period was an overwhelming inability to breathe. I really wanted to breathe. I felt that if only somehow I could take a deep enough breath, I would burst the whole oppressive bubble I was stuck under, and Rachel would be there with me again.

Over the next few months, I met and talked with people like Larry King, Tom Brokaw, Elton John, and President and Mrs. Clinton, but there was a numbness in everything I did. Nothing mattered to me at all, and it was as if everything in the world had the same bland vanilla taste.

Eventually the reality of the whole thing hit me. I would go to Rachel’s grave and sob my guts out. I still visit her grave regularly. That’s where I break down and cry. It is my point of release.

Beth

Surprising Discoveries

It would be months before Rachel’s backpack was returned to us. The police were keeping it as evidence. One of the killers’ bullets was in the backpack, where it had stopped after passing through her body and hitting her journal.

As I said, it would be several months before we saw this journal, but shortly after her funeral, other things she had written began to turn up. One of the first things I saw was a tribute Rachel had written to me. Over time, we found more writings,  some in various journals and notebooks, and others written on single pieces of paper and placed throughout her room.

In a journal entry dated May 2, 1998, which was less than eleven months before the Columbine tragedy, Rachel wrote that it would be her last year of life. She wasn’t fearful; she was thankful to God.
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In an undated journal entry, Rachel wrote out some verses about the brevity of her life.
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As we struggled to deal with our grief over the next few months, we carefully examined what Rachel had written in her journals, in notebooks, in letters to friends, and everywhere else, including friends’ high school yearbooks. What soon became  apparent to us was that Rachel had a deeper spiritual life than we had ever known about, and that she seemed to have had distinct premonitions about her death.

Little by little, we developed a more complete picture of this young girl who seemed spiritually wise beyond her years.  Reading her letters to God and her friends, her poems and songs, her stories and prayers, we came to see that her spiritual insight was very, very deep. Sharing some of these insights is one of the main reasons we are writing this book.

Darrell

A Growing Understanding

After Rachel’s death, we weren’t eager to walk into her room, and we kept the door shut for a while. But over the next few months we found various journals full of her thoughts, books she had read, and pieces of paper she had written on, including one that was stuck underneath her bed.

We found a book that I had written years before. Rachel had studied it thoroughly, underlining and highlighting portions, and writing thought-provoking notes in the margins.

I had given a copy of the book to each of my five children, but on Rachel’s I had written, “I can’t imagine living without you.” That is still the way I feel today.

A mixture of sorrow and joy filled me as I read my daughter’s journals and notes, but along the way I came to a much deeper appreciation of her relationship with the Lord. I had known she had a relationship with God; I had no idea of the depth of her commitment and the utter sincerity of her spiritual walk. The last year has truly been a time of developing a growing understanding of her amazing interior life.

For both Beth and me, one of our regrets is that we never really understood how deeply she thought and how intense her spiritual side was. Now, in sharing her material with you, we hope that you will be half as inspired by her journey and experience as we have been.
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