
IntroductIon

My eyes opened. I sat up and blinked in the darkness. Moonlight 
shone pale and colorless across my bed. 

Baron. I needed to pray for my brother Baron. The thought 
had jolted me awake. What was wrong? Why did I need to pray for 
Baron in the middle of the night? 

I tried to feel around spiritually for the thing that needed to 
be prayed. Was he about to get himself killed? …No…but he was 
in trouble. Was he just fighting something? That was closer to it.  
He was struggling with something serious. 

“Lord, please take care of my brother,” I whispered. “Whatever 
is going on with Baron, please bless him and hold him and give him 
what he needs. Wrap Your big arms around him and protect him 
and give him strength to get through this struggle. Thank you for 
loving Baron, Lord. I know You love him.”

What was wrong? Why did I have to pray?
I groped around in the blankets for my phone and let my eyes 

focus on its bright little screen. Good grief, it was 4:00 am. I needed 
to go back to sleep. I mushed my face into my pillow and rolled 
over, murmuring concerned supplications until I dropped back into 
dreamland. 

At 6:45 I bounced awake again and immediately thought of my 
brother. I grabbed my phone again to call him, but then hung back 
up. “Darn, it’s too early.” It was only 3:45 in northern Idaho, three 
hours behind us in West Virginia. I’d just have to wait. Setting my 
concern aside, I got dressed and roused the children for school.

Several hours later, I parked my van under a tree down by the 
river and set the brake. I punched a few buttons on my phone and 
stuck it to my ear. 

“Hello,” Baron answered.
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I didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “What’s going on?  
Are you okay?” 

“What?” he sounded puzzled. “Yeah, I’m okay.”
“Holy smokes. I woke up at four in the morning with a major 

urge to pray for you. I just wanted to know what the deal was.  
You’re okay?”

Baron’s tone changed. “Really?” his voice pitched up. Then he 
started laughing. “That’s awesome!! I’ve been really struggling about 
certain things lately, and last night I said, ‘God, would you please 
have Amy and Oxana pray for me?’ So you did? That’s great!”

“When? What time was that?”
“Oh… after midnight.”
“After midnight? How long after midnight? Because I woke up 

at four this morning with this huge thing where I had to pray for 
you. It scared me because it was so urgent.” It didn’t just worry me 
because Baron is my brother and I care about him. It worried me 
because Baron’s troubles are generally the stuff of movie plots.

“I can’t remember,” he told me over the phone, “but it was past 
midnight. That’s awesome. Thanks. Thanks for praying for me.  
I really needed it.”

That little moment in the spring of 2012 pleased Baron and me 
both. It pleased Baron, because he had asked God to do something, 
and God did it immediately. Baron made a request and our Heavenly 
Father didn’t even wait until the morning. It pleased me too, because 
God had been moving in me and showing me things on a consistent 
basis that spring semester, and it was nice to get some independent 
validation outside of myself and the stubborn old scientists in my 
life. Sadly, when I mentioned it to our sister-in-law Oxana years 
later, she didn't remember a specific incident. I should have called 
her right away.

I’m a student of science. I love the adventure of exploring this 
world and seeking to understand the nuts and bolts of our existence. 
I also have a close relationship with the God of the universe.  
Both of these things exist quite comfortably within me, whether or 
not others approve. I’m not loud about my faith. I don’t throw it in 
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other people’s faces, because I find that behavior annoying when it’s 
done to me. I just live my life, and I trust God to direct my steps. 

I had gone to school because I wanted to study about the natural 
world from experts in their fields. I had gone to learn, and I felt 
no responsibility for what other people wanted to believe about 
God. While I was at the university, though, I discovered something 
remarkable: God clearly cared about my irreligious science professors. 
They mattered to Him. By the time I started writing this story 
in 2012, God had been giving me guidance about my professor  
Dr. Stillwell for the better part of two years. Dr. Stillwell the atheist 
geologist. Dr. Stillwell my friend. God had spent many long years 
training me how to hear Him, how to recognize Him, and the 
wisdom He gave me about Dr. Stillwell proved spot-on time and 
again. I started writing this book because God moved in ways that 
I had not expected - not at all. 

At first, I tried to fit the whole thing into one single volume -  
one book - but it started getting too thick. There was too much. 
Nobody wants to read War and Peace from a relatively unknown 
author. So, I chopped the story up into semesters. Each volume in 
this series fits conveniently with the events that took place during 
the five school semesters between the spring of 2010 and the spring 
of 2012. I give some of my back story in these volumes, as well as 
events that took place later, and the entire series makes up the story 
of God’s power working in my life and the lives of those around me.

I’m interested in understanding the universe with all its mysteries. 
As part of the adventure, I describe some of the scientific questions 
I wrestled with during those years. I don’t always have answers, 
because I just don’t have enough data or expertise. Still, I think the 
process is part of the fun, and my hope is that some of you readers 
have ideas that never entered my consideration. You have insights. 
You have knowledge I don’t have, and maybe together we can all 
work to fill in the gaps.

My relationship with Dr. Stillwell did not end in the spring of 
2012. We remained friends in the years after I graduated, and I would 
visit him every time I had business in West Virginia. God continued 
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to let me know when it was good to phone the geologist. Every time 
I got that nudge and obeyed it, Dr. Stillwell would declare, “Amy 
Joy! You called me at just the right time!” Twice I called him when 
I sensed it was a bad idea, dialing his office number just because I 
wanted to. Both times he answered, irritated, saying, “I can’t talk 
right now.”

I have found the entire series of events fascinating. God worked 
more constantly and consistently in guiding me with Dr. Stillwell 
than He has with anybody else in my life - anybody else - including 
my kids and my step kids, my husband, my family members.  
I’ve decided that there’s a reason for it. Dr. Stillwell was a spiritual 
minefield, and I have needed a lot of careful guidance to make sure 
I didn’t set off any mines and damage what God was desiring to do 
in that dear professor of mine.

One side note about the editing. Notice that I capitalize 
“Earth” when I am writing the name of our planet and I 
don’t capitalize “earth” when I am writing about the ground 
and the rocks in it. I place commas where I’m supposed to 
most of the time. Generally, everything I do is purposeful,  
even my use of casual language and slang, but I’m also an error-prone 
human and I don’t want serious mistakes in my books, so if you see 
anything really awful, let me know.

The story isn’t over, by the way. As this first volume goes to print 
here in 2017, I don’t know how the story ends. There are things I 
believe God has told me, and I have expectations about what the 
future holds, but the final events haven’t taken place yet. I’m still 
waiting to see how the fifth volume finally plays out.

I hope you enjoy going on this journey as much as I have enjoyed 
writing about it.

Amy Joy
September 11, 2017
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Chapter 1
dr. StIllwell

D r. Stillwell had a minefield in his soul. I recognized it early 
on, long before he ever blew up at me. We became good 
friends because I dodged those mines,  and not by my 

own so-spiffy wisdom. I’m still not sure how they got there, but I 
bet the process began way back - back before he’d built a brick wall 
around himself.

Maybe it started with the catechism class.
In 1954, Paul Denali Stillwell’s good Catholic parents drove him 

to catechism classes every Saturday to soak up the subtler dogmas 
of the faith. The six-year-old had no interest in catechism, but he 
didn’t fight about it. While the other children filed into their seats 
and waited for the priest to start, little Paul Stillwell simply sneaked 
away and hid.

“I told you about that, didn’t I?” he asked me over his office 
desk - nearly 60 years later.

I shook my head at the geology professor, pleased to hear one 
of his stories. 

“I thought the priest was weird, and the whole thing seemed 
pretty strange to me,” Dr. Stillwell grimaced across his desk. “So, 
when they dropped me off, I’d take a book around behind the church 
and read until it was time to leave.”

So much for the subtler dogmas. After class, little Paul 
would stroll back and meet his parents, silent about ditching the  
whole thing.

That worked for a couple of months. “Then, one week the priest 
visited our house for dinner.”
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I winced in my chair when he said that. “Oh, that sucks,” I said.
Dr. Stillwell placed his forearms on his desk and leaned forward. 

“So the priest wanted to know why they had pulled me out of 
catechism class, and of course they said they hadn’t. They’d been 
dropping me off every Saturday.” 

Little Paul was questioned. Where had he been going?
“I told them I thought the priest was weird and I thought the 

whole thing was pretty strange, and I wasn’t gonna go.”
I gazed at Dr. Stillwell, amazed by his reckless defiance at six-

years-old. In front of the priest, mind you. I knew my professor’s 
knack for irreverence, but I didn’t realize it had anchored itself in 
his personality clear back in the first grade.

“Of course my dad said, ‘I’m your father and you’ll do what I 
tell you to do.’” Dr. Stillwell stared me down. Then, he slowed his 
words, speaking each one with deliberate coolness, “So, I told him, 
‘If you want to learn that stuff, then you go. I’m. Not. Going.’”

I crushed my eyes shut in pain at his six-year-old moxie. I would 
never have said that to my father! Are you kidding? They’d have 
found body parts clear into Canada! Dad wouldn’t have purposely 
murdered me, but I might have died as a side effect of his response. 
I felt little Paul’s impending doom.

“So, then I got a big whipping, and that made the priest happy.” 
Dr. Stillwell rolled his eyes just a little. 

I sat up to react, but Dr. Stillwell hadn’t finished. “The next 
Saturday, they took me back to the church. My father grabbed me 
and carried me inside, and I started screaming at the top of my 
lungs. I know he had an ‘Oh sh-’ moment, because when you have 
somebody who doesn’t want to do something and doesn’t care what 
you do to him, it’s almost impossible to change his mind.”

Dr. Stillwell gazed at me. “And I think you have that too.”
I didn’t hear him for a second. I was still astounded at his gutsy 

honesty. I was still focused on the fact that Dr. Paul Stillwell’s 
rejection of his father’s religion had started very early on. He hadn’t 
waited until he was 18 at the University of Washington while his 
peers got shot up in Vietnam. He hadn’t waited until he was out 
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Dr. Stillwell

hunting down bryozoans in the Permian rocks of Nevada with "Crazy 
Ernie" the bryozoologist. It had started clear back as an outspoken 
little boy who’d rather take a whipping than hang out with a  
weird priest.

Am I like that too? Maybe. Maybe a little. I don’t conform very 
well. Most of the time I can go with the flow, but I have a big ohm 
resistance to anybody who tells me what I have to think, along with 
this serious brain-to-mouth filter problem. I told the good doctor 
the next afternoon, “When there’s something I really want, it doesn’t 
go away. If I set my heart on it, I don't give up.” I think that’s what 
he’s talking about.

Or. Maybe he had just called me a mouthy little snot.
Either way, there we sat, Dr. Stillwell on his side of the desk and 

I on my side, kindred spirits and wonderfully good friends - friends 
whose religious and political views would have chewed off each 
other’s faces if we dared release their collars.

This is a true story about my time as a science student in a small 
public university. Dr. Stillwell is a geology professor who enjoys rocky 
adventures. He is an atheist, and I am a Christian, and we’re great 
pals to this day. There’s an interesting story behind our friendship, 

and everything I tell you 
in this book is accurate, 
jotted down in my journals 
with obsessive attention  
to detail.

Dr. Stillwell gets on 
my case about writing so 
much. “You know,” he 
told me halfway down the 
Grand Canyon, “This is a 
fantastic view. But, you 
wouldn’t know, Amy Joy. 
People who are looking at 
it can see it.”

Figure 1: Here I am, laughing into my journal at the 
Grand Canyon. I'm not a boy. The fellow with the 
tree on his back is Dr. Stillwell. He's not a boy either.  
Photo by Kyra Wood.
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Dr. Stillwell loves me. I know he does. He only threatened to 
tie me to a chair and strap down my arms, a notebook in one hand 
and a pen - so close and yet so far away - in the other, because there’s 
a part of Dr. Stillwell that’s a sadist. Ha. Ha. Ha. Dr. Stillwell.  
You think you’re so funny.

The point is that the events in this narrative are all true,  
and I have to share them because unbelievable things took place 
after I got to know Dr. Stillwell. These pages deal with the deepest 
questions of our hearts, the biggest issues we face as human beings. 
They contain some science, but this isn’t a science book. It isn’t really 
a philosophy book either, though it does touch on some philosophy. 
Above all else, this is my story, and I have to tell it because it’s great 
stuff. The characters are rich and unique. The plot has laughter and 
tears, death and snowstorms. It has 2000-foot cliffs. It has fossils 
and dreams and ninjas. Oh yes. It even has ninjas.

And, most importantly, it contains some of the miracles I’ve 
witnessed in our staid, sterile, scientific world. That’s what I want 
to tell above all.
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Chapter 2
the GeoloGISt

I t’s a peculiar coincidence that Dr. Stillwell was the very first 
professor I talked to at the university. Registration day for 
transfers and readmits, July 2009, baby.

I wandered around campus, hunting for the Byrd Science 
building to sign up for classes. I explored the Byrd Center for 
Legislative Studies before discovering that the science building, an 
entirely different structure, existed 100 yards farther up the hill. 
Senator Robert Byrd had funneled significant federal funds into the 
state during his multi-decade tenure, and his wife even got a campus 
building named after her. Dear God, the campus and town and state 
were inundated with financial Byrd droppings.

I finally located a geology room and sat down in a squeaky metal 
lab seat to wait for instructions. Topographic maps and posters of 
minerals garnished the walls. A large glass case filled the right front 
side of the lab, fat with chunks of rock that had followed Dr. Stillwell 
home at different points in his career. White calcite. Pink, wriggly-
striped arkose. Black biotite that pulls apart in flaky layers. Sphalerite 
with its multitude of sparkling dark cleavage surfaces.

As I entered, a geology professor leaned over one of the room’s 
long black lab tables, studying papers through his reading glasses. 
Graying blond hair covered the lucky man’s entire head, and I guessed 
him to be mid-50s.

Now, had I arrived there on time, I would have heard a welcoming 
little spiel. And had I been signed up correctly, Dr. Stillwell might 
have possessed my name on a piece of paper. But I was late, and I 
was probably in the wrong room anyway - which are both standard 
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for me. So, I missed out on the welcoming spiel, and Dr. Stillwell 
didn’t have room for me. 

I sat up at the far lab table and waited with the other young 
people. If you’ve never been in a lab classroom, these heavy-duty, 
long, black tables are a constant. They can take acid spills and scalpel 
jabs, and blood cleans off them easily enough. There were a total 
of three long tables in this lab, each with a sink at the far end by 
the windows. Two of Dr. Stillwell’s lab tables were lined with those 
squeaky metal stools smoothed by the back pockets of hundreds of 
students over the years. The third table, the one farthest from the 
door, was hidden by a variety of rocks and piles of paper, and its 
sink was overwhelmed by an industrial-sized rock saw.

Ooh!! A rock saw!!
The geology professor leaned over his papers. He barely glanced 

at me. “Come here,” he beckoned with one finger.
I grabbed my hopeful class schedule and joined him at the black 

lab table. “Sir,” I said. 
Sir. A single word that I learned in Texas can mean, “Yes, sir,” 

or “What are you talking about, sir?” or “Your head’s on fire!” It all 
depends on the tone. 

Dr. Stillwell grimaced. Apparently, he didn’t like to be called 
“sir” at all.

“Have you looked through the schedule and figured out which 
classes you need to take?” he asked.

I nodded.
“Okay,” he spoke to the group of us. “Well, there are a number 

of you here. I’m going to send some of you across the hall with  
Dr. Zenith.”

What? I didn’t want to go anywhere. In those three seconds of 
my “sir” and his grimace, I had bonded with that there geology prof. 
About that moment, a 38-year-old astrophysicist strode through the 
door, ruining everything. 

“Dr. Zenith!” Dr. Stillwell merrily shouted. “Welcome!” 
I stared at Dr. Zenith with disappointment. I didn’t want  

Dr. Zenith the astrophysicist. I wanted Dr. Stillwell the geologist. 
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Dr. Stillwell’s discomfort with the religion of his fathers had started 
at age six, and my relationships with these two men started that day. 
Dr. Stillwell did not know it, but he would grow to love me as a 
daughter. I didn’t know it, but Dr. Zenith would perpetually thwack 
me like a child who didn’t want to go to church.

Physically, Dr. Zenith and Dr. Stillwell were the exact opposite 
of identical twins. Dr. Stillwell’s iron blue eyes sat over a prominent 
nose that did a good job holding his reading glasses. Dr. Zenith’s 
soft brown eyes matched a suitably-sized soft round nose. 

Dr. Stillwell wore a plaid collared shirt. The white lettering on 
Dr. Zenith’s black t-shirt tempted us with, “Come to the Dark Side, 
we have cookies.”

Dr. Zenith had turned 38 that spring, and Dr. Stillwell had just 
celebrated his 61st birthday, but while Dr. Stillwell looked young for 
his age, the astrophysicist’s hair had done an old-wise-man routine 
by going fuzzy white.

Despite his years, Dr. Stillwell jaunted about, spunky and fit, 
and could probably beat me up the side of a mountain. Dr. Zenith 
had eaten his share of Three Musketeers bars. Just a few. I’m sure he 
did kung fu on the side, and I didn’t want to get into a street fight 
with him, but Dr. Zenith looked a lot more … cuddly... than Dr. S.  

I might mention here that Dr. Zenith was of the African 
American persuasion. This was a prominent detail in Dr. Zenith’s 
life, which made it important to the rest of us. Dr. Stillwell’s pale 
skin spoke of northern lands where his Scotch-Irish ancestors 
used pickaxes in the heath, and Dr. Zenith was black. That’s right.  
Dr. Zenith was black, and he stepped through the door that day with 
the air of an astrophysicist who thought the Dark Side had cookies.

“I get it,” Dr. Zenith has said to me. “The black professor is 
the bad guy. The white professor is the good guy. I see where this 
is going. This is like the raven and the dove thing on Noah’s ark all 
over again.”

Grins.
Oh. And I always forget to mention something important about 

Dr. Zenith’s soft brown eyes; they went off in different directions.  

11



On the Edge of the Chasm

I am as serious as the Dog Star (astronomy joke there). The wall-eyed 
star lord regularly alternated which eye he was using, and the astute 
observer had to pay close attention to tell whether he was focused on 
you or the stuffed spherical cow on the other side of his lab. “Don’t 
try to get away with anything. I have amazing peripheral vision with 
these eyes,” he once said, and we all know it’s true.

Dr. Stillwell served as the department chair at that time, but while 
Dr. Zenith technically had no great authority over the department, 
he did provide a lot of oversight with his amazing peripheral vision.

“Dr. Zenith is an old friend and colleague,” Dr. Stillwell spoke 
cheerily that July day. “You, you and you go with him. He’s been 
doing this for years and he’ll take good care of you.”

I had just been included with the “you” crowd.
This was the moment it started. This was the beginning.

“I keep thinking about the day I first met you guys,” I told 
the non-twin doctors in Dr. Stillwell’s back room two Junes later.  
The white letters on Dr. Zenith’s black shirt read “Star Stuff.”  
He had revved up Dr. Stillwell’s ancient Mac computer and was 
playing 1970s LSD rock with glee. Dr. S. was setting up the good 
microscope to study bryozoans with me. 

“I often think about that day too,” Dr. Zenith said.
“The first day we met?” I said, surprised. “You do?”
“No,” he said. “No, I don’t.”

My relationship with Dr. Stillwell was put on hold after he sent 
me across the hall to Dr. Zenith’s lab. It wasn’t killed; it was merely 
refrigerated until the spring semester. On the other hand, any possible 
peace with Dr. Zenith got flipped on its bruised little head from the 
very beginning.
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