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Surviving a Violent Attack at Your Church 
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Seconds after Jim D. Adkisson, 58 walked into Tennessee Valley Unitarian 

Universalist Church children’s service in Knoxville, Tennessee on Sunday on July 27, 

2008, he fired more than three shotgun blasts during an 

children’s musical of Annie. When the gunman fell silent 

minutes later, one person was dead and several church 

members were wounded. Later on a second church member 

died at the hospital. 

  

When gunfire rang out during the church service, so did 

screams of panic. Part of the 200-person congregation 

attending the musical hit the floor, others sheltered loved 

ones, and at least one member and usher stood in front of the gunman and took the 

blast to protect the rest of the members. 

 

What Would You Do? 

What would you do if someone entered your church and began shooting? Hit the 

floor? Run? Try to reach your children? How quickly could you devise a plan for 

survival? 

 

The first option is to escape the gunfire from the shooter. As a risk management and 

security consultant, I recommend this choice.  In this article I will recommend my 

survival guidelines. 

 

Five Options for Survival 

Through my extensive research, analysis and talking with Department of Defense 

security consultants what was revealed is that people threatened by a potential killer 

have five options for survival. Listed below is the recommended order of success that 

a church should follow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These same options would apply to a school setting or small business.  As a word og 

of caution to readers, there is no absolutes and that every violate situation must be 

evaluated on its own merits. 

 

1. Getting Away. Escaping from someone who may be trying to kill you generally 

produces the best survival rate, he said, but people do not instinctively realize this. 

• Don't Rely on Instinct. "You have to know that ahead of time, or the brain will 

resort to fight or flight," In review of the Virginia Tech’s incident (April 16, 2007) 

several students were killed because they simply froze when confronted by a 

student wielding a gun. When you rely on instinct, it will not help you during a 

pandemonium episode.  

1. Getting Away 

2. Locking Down the Campus 

3. Concealment 

4. Playing Dead 

5. Confronting the Attacker 



• Educate Your Congregation. Churches need to tell congregations how to respond 

to violent situations and outline the best means of escape. Every time you on a 

commercial airline, you are reminded during takeoff about safety procedures and 

how to find the nearest exit. Many churches do not routinely educate their 

congregation for security risks. If an incident goes down, pandemonium will 

ensue, because fear uncertainty and doubt (FUD) overcome people and they 

don’t know what to do. 

 

2. Locking Down. The second option is to barricade an lock the church doors, next 

move away from the church doors to avoid gunfire. The Virginia Tech killer shot 

through closed doors, but he didn't take the time to kick doors in. The gunman moved 

on to easier and less time-consuming targets. 

 

Locking down may be tougher for churches, because church facilities may not have 

internal doors with locks on them. OWL Risk Management Consulting recommends 

that are children’s areas should be secured by a single set of solid doors that teachers 

could quickly lock, protecting everyone inside. 

 

3. Concealment. If the first two options are not in place, fall to the floor and take cover 

under pews, chairs, or other objects. Hide under large objects or furniture. A gunman 

tends to look for vertical people more so than horizontal people. 

 

4. Playing Dead. This is one of the more difficult options. It requires people to have 

already been shot, and you have to portray to the gunman that you really look dead. 

This isn't easy when you are fearing for your life. 
 

5. Confronting the Attacker. This is your last resort. It should not be attempted 

unless all hope is lost. While highly controversial, active resistance is what halted a 

Eugene, Springfield, Oregon, school shooting in 1998, where 1 was killed and 25 

wounded.  This is the same tactic used in the Tennessee shooting where the gunman 

was subdued by church members until the police could arrive.  

 

How Vulnerable are Churches 

Primary schools are better prepared to deal with mass shootings than churches, because 

they were forced to confront violence after the Columbine massacre. Many churches will 

say “It won't happen here”. However, church violence is on the rise. 

 

False Sense of Security. There are both physical and psychological reasons for churches' 

vulnerability. Churches typically don't have many locked doors, don't require 

identification cards to get into the church, don't have security cameras monitoring 

everyone who enters and do not have budgeted funds for a safety and security program. 

Also, people generally feel safe when they enter a church. Many pastors do not think that 

they should conduct their church like a business. Conducting your church with more 

business functionality does not mean that you are taking God out of the church, but that 

you are following God’s order to protect His sheep. Too many church leaders are focusing 

on the business of “churchgoing” and are not spend enough time on internal controls, 

church governance and church risk management. 

 

Fear of Panic. Some church leaders may shy away from sharing emergency response 

procedures with their congregation because they fear people could panic. Remember the 

airplane story at the beginning of my article. When you are in the airplane, you don't 



panic when the flight attendants explain and point out locations of the emergency exit 

doors. Your emergency exits signs and doors should be visible displayed and marked. 

 

Plan Ahead 

Your church may never face the sudden violence that are taking place in the United 

States. However, it is reassuring to know that with proper planning, pastors can prepare 

their congregation for surviving a violent attack if it were to occur.  If you need to speak 

to a church consultant call 1-866-579-7475 for your church risk management checklist 

guide visit the website at www.owlrisk.com or email owlivingston@owlrisk.com for more 

information.   


