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What do you do when your child gets shot at school?
Emory Hammonds' faith points him to mercy
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A 13-year-old boy went back to school Tuesday morning. 

He ate pancakes his uncle cooked for breakfast and arrived with his little brother after the

first bell, encouraged by the friends who came knocking at his front door. When would he

come back to class?

The doctors had told him he was more than lucky. His dad calls that blessed. 

He rode in the car for the short drive to the school while his dad prayed. Emory Hammonds

is thankful his son just has a scar. 

"I could be planning a funeral for him," Hammonds said Tuesday. "Instead, my son's at

school." 

Hammonds' son was shot in the stairwell at his school in South Memphis on Thursday,

authorities have said. By Tuesday, his son was back at Cummings K-8 Optional School and

Hammonds was back at the barbershop where he works, putting himself in the shoes of the

student authorities say brought a gun to class and shot his son. 

Hammonds' talked about accountability and forgiveness. He knows the roles could have

been reversed. Kids and adults make mistakes, he said.

"In the midst of accountability," Hammonds repeated, "I want us to remember mercy."

More:Judge orders 13-year-old charged in Cummings K-8 Optional School shooting remain

detained

More:Former MPD director Toney Armstrong will lead review of SCS safety practices after

school shooting

Outside his barbershop in Southland Mall Tuesday, Hammonds spoke with ease and surety.

It had only been five days since he got the call from the school nurse.

He'd just about made it to the interstate, but hadn't taken the on-ramp yet. He was only

three minutes from the school when he answered the phone.

"She made it register with me," Hammonds said. "So she spelled it out for me. 'He's been

shot, S-H-O-T.'"

He couldn't make out what his son was saying, but the sound of his voice in the background

of the call calmed him down. Panicking, he knew, wouldn't help. He figured he'd been shot in

the leg, a less serious gunshot wound. 

When he arrived at the school, though, he saw a gunshot wound in his son's abdomen. 
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It made Hammonds think of the first gunshot wound he'd seen. A security guard at

Southland Mall was shot in the chest and killed in 2010, Hammonds said, motioning to the

tile hallway right outside his barbershop. The two talked every day.  

He remembered thinking the man was going to be OK. Now, there's a plaque in the man's

memory, hung up on the wall across from the glass windows separating the shop from the

mall's hallway.

'My son is OK'

As folks played chess and lounged in barber chairs, Hammonds's phone rang. 

Sitting there Tuesday, his son back at school, Hammonds answered another phone call from

Shelby County Schools. 

"Hey, Dr. Ray," he said, addressing the district superintendent. "How you doing?" 

Hammonds would meet with the parent of the student who shot his son later in the day,

alongside superintendent Joris Ray. Hammonds wanted to talk about it all. 

"My son is OK. Everything is OK with my son," Hammonds said, explaining his support for

the meeting.
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"This other child is facing issues. He need help. Pray for my son and my family. Pray for the

other child, the shooter. Pray for his family. That's how I feel."

A sigh of relief

Hammonds was feeling calm as he entered the hospital, following instructions to take the

elevator. He was glad he'd been able to see his son at school before coming to Le Bonheur

Children's Hospital, a trauma center that has seen more than 100 children with gunshot

wounds this year.

But then he was stopped. 

"No, just wait a minute," a person told him. "The chaplain wants to see you."

"The chaplain?" Hammonds replied. 

He tried to stay relaxed. He didn't have much experience in situations like these. When the

chaplain is called, that's bad news, Hammonds thought.

The conversation may have been seconds, but it felt much longer. The chaplain was just

explaining next steps. Hammonds relaxed again. 

When Hammonds' son woke up from surgery Thursday afternoon, he wanted to know how

long he'd have to stay in the hospital, and when he could go home. 

Doctors, as Hammonds puts it, did more of an "inspection" than a surgery. The bullet went

through his son's kidney and liver, but didn't do major damage. He was shot in the abdomen,

but the bullet went around his intestines, too.

Hammonds described it as "a miracle from God."   

He was able to tell his younger son, who'd called him in tears about his older brother, that

everything was going to be OK.

"It was a collective sigh of relief..." Shante Avant, the SCS board member for Cummings K-8,

said that afternoon. She, Ray and board chair Michelle McKissack visited Hammonds and his

son at the hospital after the shooting.

There, Hammonds and Ray prayed "for better days," Ray said. 

By Saturday, the 13-year-old was discharged.

"I know some people may not understand, perhaps, why I'm a happy father right now,"

Hammonds said. "But it could be totally the other way around." 
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His son may have been more severely injured. His son may have died. Even if it would be

shocking to him, his son also could have been the one to bring a gun to school.

"I have to look at it as: How would I feel if it was the other way around?" Hammonds

explained. "How would I want my son to be treated? If he made a mistake like that, you

know? And had he shot someone how would... I want him to be treated?"

"So I can't help but to think on the other side as well," he said. 

Learning to forgive 

Hammonds, 54, grew up the eleventh of twelve children in Chattanooga. His mother was a

nursing assistant and his father was a military veteran and businessman who had two

laundromats and a car wash. They went to church every Sunday, but Hammonds wasn't

always as devoted to church, to his relationship with God, as he is now. 

At one point, he was the kid who went to school ready to fight. But he changed.

"God brought me out of it," he said outside his barbershop. If it were the same situation

nowadays, Hammonds explained, he could see himself showing up with a gun instead of his

fists. He sympathizes with the influences of social media and cell phones he believes makes

life tough for kids.

As readily as Hammonds talks about his Christian faith and forgiveness in the shooting

incident for his son, he is hesitant to describe four other times loved ones have been shot. 

There was one brother, shot and killed before Hammonds was old enough to remember it.

Another brother shot and killed when Hammonds was grown. Two of his best friends died

from gunshot wounds, one within the last five years. 

"It may sound crazy but I want to rejoice always, I want to pray without ceasing, and in

everything I want to give thanks —  not about everything," Hammonds clarified, "in

everything I want to give thanks." 
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On his son's first day back to school since leaving with an open gunshot wound, not yet a

scar, Hammonds spoke mostly about his graciousness and his faith. He never shed a tear, but

would sometimes rub his eyes. 

A storefront near his at the mall was closed. One of the employees in the store was grazed by

a bullet during a shooting a year ago, Hammonds said. He'd always come in and play chess,

just like Hammonds' brother was doing Tuesday. The man survived.

Hammonds sees gun violence as a symptom of a bigger issue. He's lived in Memphis for more

than 20 years, after his childhood in Chattanooga and some time in Atlanta. 

"I love this city," Hammonds said. "...We pray for Memphis all the time." 

Meeting to reconcile 

After the phone call with Ray, Hammonds wasn't quite sure what he would say during the

meeting with the other boy's family later that afternoon. He trusted that God would give him

the right words. 

"Things could always be worse. Always be worse," Hammonds said. "This is why I want to

reconcile, get with the family...This is not a time to be bitter and angry and upset."
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The meeting lasted about an hour. The families prayed together. Hammonds wanted to make

sure there wasn’t any lasting animosity. 

“Tell your son I love him,” Hammonds said he told the other boy’s mom. 

"He come from a good family,” Hammonds

said of the boy, who he described as concerned

and remorseful. A judge ordered him to stay in

juvenile detention. “I just see it as a mistake

that happened."

Hammonds wanted people to see it was

possible for families to come together and work

out hardships. Ray wanted the same.

Hammonds’ son didn’t say much after his first

day back, but is generally soft-spoken. He goes

to church every Sunday with his dad and

brother, and plans to still play basketball this

year. His dad could tell it was his friends and

the community at Cummings K-8 that

encouraged him to go back. 

He hopes his son can see his scar as a

reminder. 

“That scar, that’s gonna be there for life,”

Hammonds said. “May it be a reminder of God’s grace.”

Laura Testino covers education and children's issues for the Commercial Appeal. Reach her

at laura.testino@commercialappeal.com or 901-512-3763. Find her on Twitter:

@LDTestino

 

 


