














This book is dedicated to those who struggle to follow their heart.




I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for

Angela Stephens’ support. I hope this work

inspires my son Owen as much as he inspires me.




I’m indebted to David Velasco for 52 years

of friendship and encouragement. 

I’m grateful for the friendships of 

Jonathan B. Good, Randy & Jackie Eims,

Rev. Nancy Harrington and many others

at First Presbyterian Church in

Colorado Springs who tolerated my 

unannounced visits back in the day.

Special shout out to Jan Pryor (Speirs)

for her love and faith.




Thank you Robyn and family for welcoming me into their home

during the darkest moments of the pandemic.




May all readers learn what it takes

to love by faith, not by sight.




Peter Bockenthien, May 2026.







HELP ME!


Somewhere in the desert of the American Southwest, a 12 year old girl began her morning prayer. Her newly acquired habit began under stressful circumstances in a beautiful location that was foreign to her. She prayed silently, fervently, her hands clasped as tight as her eyes.


She knew her situation was desperate. Strange men had been tending to her for weeks and all she wanted was to be reunited with her family. 


She was losing faith. She didn’t know how many weeks it had been, let alone days. She just knew she was sick and tired of the uncertainty. She would fall asleep and dream of her rescue. When she woke from these stress-induced naps she felt dread knowing that it was not a dream. She had hoped for a dream adventure, just not this one.


She was secure in a dark sandstone alcove with water trickling along its shallow perimeter. The sandbar she sat and slept on was dry, but her makeshift toilet started stinking a long time ago. She was free to leave anytime she wanted, but she was afraid to venture further than the entrance. Even so, she was literally dying of boredom. To keep her spirit refreshed, she meditated on Bible verses.


“Trust in the Lord with all your heart,” calmed her most times. She was running low on patience. In the beginning of her ordeal, her prayers were sometimes hours long as she tried to remember everything she had ever read in the Bible. One of those verses has to be the key that unlocks her from her dilemma. But the more she thought about that, the more she realized how much of her situation was out of her control. Eventually she resorted to simple, two word prayers.


“Help me!”, she cried out in silence as the sun rose higher through the filter of enormously tall plants. Suddenly one of the strange men appeared and offered her food. 


“Done with your prayers already I see,” said the man in his soothing voice. “They shall be answered, rest assured.”


“When!?” she asked, annoyed by his shallow assurances. Would she die here? She wouldn’t be the first, nor the last.







WAKE UP!


“Adam, Adam! Wake up honey. Come on Adam, it’s okay, wake up.”


Her again, calling me from a deep red and purple canyon filled with narrow crevices, eons of eroded strata that broke easily and made movement as futile as quicksand. Her voice was that of a girl, pleading for help that bypassed my ears and pierced my heart for the past seven weeks.


I felt her voice in my chest as if crying from right there deep inside me, crying out to my unpractical self to do something about her plight, always with a sense of urgency that, upon waking, discouraged and depressed me.


What on Earth was I supposed to do? Why am I having these thoughts, these dreams, the same old thing every night that makes me feel powerless, hopeless and depressed?


And her again, my wife rousing me from the deepest state I’ve ever known and not knowing what to make of it. She had no answers either, instead encouraging me to be patient until I figured it out.


I’m finally hitting my stride. More people coming to our small desert church from various distances; people probably just tired of being isolated 6 days a week. I’ve got 3 young girls who love their Mom, which fills my heart with joy. Smart, beautiful, and I didn’t care if they understood my sermons—we keep it simple at home, focusing on loving them rather than treating them like sinners the way the rest of believers do.


We were proud to not introduce anything negative into their young hearts and minds, just taking the time to find out who each of these 3 angels were and what they might be best suited to doing in life. Almost every night before bed discussing what the challenges were—theirs and ours—and how to address them with love.


As I broke through the deep state of sleep, Annie stared silently at me with concern on her face.


“Who is she?” she asked.


“Huh?” I croaked as she handed me water.


“Who is she? I know it’s a female that is disturbing your dreams. You’re off your game. The deacons are asking me what’s going on with you. Even Madilyn (our oldest at 12) notices that something is not quite right. What’s really going on Adam?”


“There’s nothing new to tell you,” I sleepily replied.


I thought back to the second week that the voice started. Every early morning before I wake I’m in this dream that shakes me to my core. It feels real, like this is a part of me, like something inside me is crying for help, and then when I’m awake I just write it off as a dream. I don’t know what it is, but it feels vivid, spectacular, and dangerous.


She let out an exasperated sigh. “No, of course not. I just hear you talking in your sleep. I can make out a few words and it sounds like the way you talk to Madi. She paused, looked out the window at the bright light of morning shining on the creosote bushes and distant hills. “Come on, let’s have coffee.”


We walk down the stairs to the kitchen. Ours is a small two story adobe with a sun room that’s essentially a backyard patio surrounded by the house, quite common in large desert cities, but a sign of relative luxury in our town. 


With coffee in hand we plop ourselves on a large wicker loveseat festooned with tropical colored cushions.


“You hear me talking in my sleep? In my dreams I’m not saying anything at all. I just feel this overwhelming urge to get away, to go to some spot in Canyonlands but every time I see her I can’t make out where she is. I just hear her voice and I feel it pulling me, and then I feel awful for trying to ignore it.”


Annie sips her coffee and says nothing for awhile. I can see her processing this. She knows me very well. She’s heard all the stories of my life, everything I had to overcome just to be alive, let alone to have a family, house, ministry—things I know she knows that I am thankful for every day. None of this would be possible without a set of circumstances that just happened to happen. I can give you the dry details but they lack context that convey how improbable my life is.


After a long pause Annie shifted just so, something she does when she’s got something to say. She sipped her coffee, leaned over to place it on the table in front of us, sat back and looked me square in the eye.


“I think you’re having a mid-life crisis, or the beginning of one and if so, then it’s uniquely you.”


“Well, that’s a weird thing to say. Not that you’re wrong, but this feels something deeper than a shallow, mid-life crisis.”


“I don’t see that as shallow at all. Just look at you Adam, you’ve been through so much that why would the Universe stop throwing a hundred and twenty miles an hour curveballs? You see things completely different than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re a deep person emotionally, intellectually and of course spiritually. So I don’t think God would start lobbing softballs your way. There’s no challenge in that.”


She was right. My entire life was one challenge after another. I’d given up on being what I knew in my heart I am: a writer who loves to challenge and encourage people. A ministry is the perfect way to do that, to give people something to chew on, something to be hopeful about, encouraged by, something it turns out that I’m really good at. I’m incredibly lucky to have all that I have.


But this girl’s voice, calling to me, gnawing and clawing at my heart, I felt like it’s something I could no longer ignore, not after 6 or 7 weeks, not after what Annie reminded me that I’m built for challenges...


“Well, you’re the practical one. What do you suggest I do?”


Annie moved forward, put my coffee on the table and suggestively sat in my lap. “I think you know what to do, but before you do that, let’s go upstairs before the girls wake up.”







CANYONLANDS


It wasn’t far to Canyonlands, just 3 hours and change, but the geologic scope and scale greatly expands the sense of time and distance. The miles go by slower as the distant rock formations and even further distant mountains come and go, fading behind in the rear view mirror. 


It felt strange to be without my family. We’d made this drive several times while Annie taught basic geology to keep the girls engaged. “There’s no place like this anywhere on Earth,” she’d say.


It’s true. She’d always repeat the Navajo names of the various Monument Valley formations and then describe how Valley of the Gods got its name. There’s always something to see in southeast Utah.


It felt strange also because there was temporary relief from the tension that had built from the dreams, of hearing a girl’s voice inside me. The dreams had intensified, stressing me to the point of nausea. I woke up sobbing several times, feeling powerless and hopeless. If dreams are real, then these dreams were like a wormhole, shoving me instantly into her situation, fascinated and horrified at the same time, aware that her plight was hopeless because it’s Summer (!!!) the worst possible time to be without water and supplies of any kind for just an hour.


The temporary relief I felt was quickly countered by feelings that I was being irrational. To up and leave family and my church based on a dream made me feel crazy, disturbed to my core, made me feel like I was going against my gut even though my gut was already driving me through the desert. There was no peace, no prayer I could think of to calm myself with, and yet I knew that this constant tension between the dreams and the real world of my family couldn’t continue. I had to find a way to take action and to let go.


Out on the road I felt better. The closer I got the faster I drove, and the more urgent everything felt, perhaps like a volcano’s magma chamber moving towards the surface. I didn’t want to explode, I just wanted to be free from the overwhelming tension that had been distracting me, interfering with my thoughts, my meditations, my responsibilities. It had become this wall inside me. Nothing was really getting through except that voice.


It was embarrassing to tell the 3 deacons of the church—the best friends a guy could ever ask for—that I was having a mid-life crisis, something I still didn’t quite believe but Annie assured me that it was normal, not a bad reflection on me, our friends would understand—they did—but that still didn’t assuage the gnawing feeling inside that something was terribly wrong.


I’d had this feeling once before but I was too young to understand so I just wrote it off, tossed it aside, suppressed it or whatever I did to make that feeling go away. If I hadn’t done that? If I had known to listen to those feelings, see it as a warning or a course correction, or something? I knew I couldn’t tell my mom because she was always telling me ‘honey, try not to feel that way’ as if emotions were a bad thing. Boys don’t cry, certainly not in front of their fathers, best to hide those tears. If I had been brought up emotionally connected with my parents, would I still wind up disabled?


To the mainline denominations that believe in pre-destiny, the answer is yes. Not ‘of course’ but a solid, simple ‘yes’ and that’d be the end of that. My parents grew up believing in God’s plan, don’t second-guess what God is doing, that type of thinking one finds prevalent in churches but not in the Bible.


Away from my family and responsibilities, out on this road through the desert, a drive I never tire of, I had time to process without interruption. So far, all I had was that I’d had this feeling once before, so it’s a good thing that at least I’m heading to where I think I should be. And with that simple realization everything began to change.


Before I could think ‘wow’ I became aware of a stream of thoughts coming from within, reassuring me that all was well, now that I’m getting closer to where I should be.


Fruits and roots we told the girls. All roots look the same but above ground everything is different, culminating in fruits. You shall know people by their fruits, by their actions and not by the words spoken apart from their actions. Words are powerful when aligned with action. That’s you looking out at the world, those are your roots, your anchor to reality. Roots have to be watered often.


I watered mine every day by surrendering my every thought and hope. Or tried to. It took me 40 years to be able to trust in anyone. Annie was the first and only woman I ever trusted, but my guard was still up for everybody else, preferring them to make the first move, to initiate anything beyond the superficial. I never could listen to anything but matters of the heart, the things nobody talks about: what do you believe and why do you believe it?


And then it hit me, smashing me out of my subterranean funk: just before this—midlife crisis?—started I was reading Genesis 3 and something about the ‘Fall of Man’ story stood out, something about it that I hadn’t noticed or considered before. We didn’t even cover it in Seminary and I guess that’s because it’s assumed that everyone knows this story and its deep implications for Christianity, one of those things that everyone takes for granted.


I pulled over and parked a safe distance down some rancher’s miles long driveway. I looked around, then closed my eyes and visualized the 5 words that had just come to me: ‘you are not like God’.


Instantly everything became eerily calm in my head and heart. It was weird to feel peace after almost 2 months of feeling stress, turmoil, extreme insecurity. Maybe all I’ve needed was to just get in the car and drive for awhile. Would this be my new routine, drive until I have the foundation of a sermon? ‘You are not like God’. Was that the whole point of the dreams, to get me away from my routine?







MOAB


Upon arriving in Moab I did the usual: stopped at the Visitor’s Center to see what was new, went to the small organic food store to stock my cooler, and got coffee at my favorite bakery.


I felt so much better, relieved that the tension I felt the past several weeks was dissolving. I felt love and joy in my heart FaceTiming with Annie. Thank you for loving me. Thank you for encouraging me to come here. Thank you for being you.


I’ve always been good at encouraging others but never myself. Having been chronically neglected all my life, I was used to having my old trauma energy rise up, simultaneously hating to be alone and yet craving solitude. I just need a short enough distance from the crowd in hopes that I could learn how not be an indiscriminate socio-empath, sensing what’s happening inside people a few seconds before they know it themselves.


I’ve needed each girlfriend I’ve ever had to help me get closer to the truth of who I am, the trauma I experienced, and the rationales others employed to dress up the fractured windows of my soul.


I was all-in and far too intense, unwittingly as it turns out. I was the one who was dumped or ghosted, and eventually I found out why. I wouldn’t change a thing because I’d be changing to please someone who turns out wasn’t pleased with me to begin with.


By the time I met Annie I’d given up on relationships. The last rejection thoroughly broke my heart. It needed breaking so I could finally see the roots, the beginnings of my existence, to see that my heart was walled up by neglect, and that neglect erected artificial barriers with trauma energy acting as mortar.


Up until my heartbreak I had feelings about my feelings, feelings about that wall and no matter what I could never break through to that place, to the center of my heart. I wondered what the hell was wrong with me, why couldn’t I get through? Was I even supposed to? According to all my girlfriends the answer was “Yes, but not with me.”


Let go, let God—that’s never worked for me because I never learned to trust. It took me all of those relationships to merely bring me to the door that I was late to, but arrived just in time. Annie. 


Without Annie I’d be dead, I’d be long gone and forgotten. I’d never be close to the greatest discovery in my life—a discovery that will change lives, the final veil pulled away, a look into the holy of holies without fear, a simple, powerful truth embedded in a simple, subtle lie.


That discovery wasn’t a mere momentary experience of clarity. It was the result of years of talking with Annie, a journey of at least 3 million steps across the desert Southwest, and my fiercely relentless curiosity that I’ve yet to live a day without.


It didn’t come easy, either. I didn’t just happen upon it, imagine it, or even make it up, let alone try. It just came to me while sitting there on the side of the road wondering what the heck was wrong with me. It came to me when I realized that there was nothing wrong with me, only believing that there was a problem to begin with—and that right there—realizing that believing there was a problem to begin with—was the key that unlocked my entire life and ushered in a deep calm that I never knew before. It set in motion a series of events that I’m sharing here for the first time.







ISLAND IN THE SKY


It’s about an hour drive from Moab to the Island in the Sky Ranger station, situated on a large mesa approximately 15 miles west of Moab as the raven flies. If one couldn’t see the distant Henry Mountains, the nearby Abajos, La Sals and the etch-a-sketched San Rafael Swell, it would be easy to think one was in Kansas. All grass and some cattle for a few miles that easily disorients one until the sandstone buttes come into view.


My intuition, which for weeks had felt like a kettlebell in my stomach, was lighter than air, the relief channeling my thoughts like a finely tuned antenna. I knew where I was going: the White Rim Road. I didn’t know why, what, or any other details and unlike my formative years that uncertainty no longer held sway over my thinking and intuition. Adventure, trust, surrender, and trust some more.


First I needed a permit.


Inside the Ranger Station the outdoor thermometer registered 99 degrees, the White Rim Road: estimated to be 103 to 108 degrees. The chalkboard listing the reserved dates for the various camps along the road was empty, unsurprising given that very few people visit the Canyonlands mid-August for good reason: it’s hot.


Those that come up to the Island In The Sky mesa make a short trip of it, leaving their hotels close to sunset before scampering back down to the radiating confines of Moab for ice cream, books, and art. We’ve done that a few times throughout the years with our girls.


The tougher option is to camp down on the White Rim. The biggest issue is: how does one cope with the heat?


When I first started visiting the Moab area I devised my own list of must-have essentials to cope with the heat and greatly lessen my chance of putting myself (and others) in a stressful situation. I knew someone who had a walk-in freezer where I could freeze five 5 gallon containers of water. Icy, cold, refreshing water beats the heat. It was consistently hot enough to drink near freezing water without getting a brain freeze.


I always brought 5 containers, saving 1 for contingencies; come prepared for the worst and hope for the best. If the worst happens, there’s that backup container, or if one happens upon a party in need, there’s no situation that ice cold water cannot alleviate.










RANGER STATION


But how does one survive without the luxury of a horse or vehicle in August? Without either I’d have to do everything at night, camp close to a spring, be able to build a fire for which I’d need a cache of wood and tools to cut it. A car is quite the luxury. Even if it got stuck and one still had ice cold water everything would turn out alright.


I filled out the backcountry permits, marked out the 5 camps I intended to camp at, and then listened as the Ranger gave her safety spiel. I let her finish and then listed the supplies I had, that this would be about my twelfth time down on the White Rim in mid-August. I come for the sunsets. She was not impressed.


“Stay on the road, don’t go wandering off like that girl did. ‘Just a day trip, out and back’. Her family was watching her every move and then poof!—she was gone and hasn’t been seen since.”


I smiled and nodded, “Yeah, the heat does things to people.”


“That’s right. People get cooked but I think they’re cooked before they even get down there.”


“Probably,” I wince.


With backcountry permits in hand I returned to my 4-wheel drive. But her remark, about a girl disappearing stood out, so I walked back in. Just inside the door I noticed a faded flyer. Missing since June 7th, a date that sucker-punched my gut.


Her!? Is that the voice I was hearing? Her!? Why could I possibly be hearing her voice? Why her out of a million other voices. I’m an empath to the intrapersonal search and rescue of the living, not recovery of the dead. Two months?? She’s dead.


“Can I help you again, sir?” asked the Ranger.


I shake my head no. “I... where did she get lost?” I ask, pointing at the flyer, “the girl you said wandered off?”


The Ranger shrugged, turned to say something to another Ranger in the office behind her. An old man winces as he gets up from the desk. I can practically hear his joints creak as he raises his arm to grab his hat and gingerly put it on his silver platinum head.


“There’s no need,” I reply out of polite guilt.


“It’s okay, he knows this area better than anyone.” Finally he arrives, sizes me up and gently growls “What can I do for you?”


Before I can say, the other ranger informs him of my interest in the missing girl.


“Over here” he says as he shuffles out from the counter and over to a map. Making sure that I’m looking, he circles the entire Canyonlands from the Ranger station to the Maze with his finger, most of which is roadless wilderness where the few people who ventured in were never seen again. “Somewhere in this area,” he sarcastically sneers unblinkingly.


“She’s dead, you know. Nobody can survive a few days down there let alone 7 weeks,” he says.


The younger Ranger looks at me apologetically seeing that the old Ranger is treating me as a tourist. Thanks I say, and then walk briskly to the door. I notice more information on the flyer along with a faded note from her family pleading for help. 


“She’s dead,” says the old Ranger, and as I glance back I see the younger Ranger rolling her eyeballs at the old man, mouthing to me “You’re good to go!”


I took but 3 steps out the door when the gut punch landed. You’re good to go? I’m good to go? Ah, that’s cool and weird. Weirder still was that no sooner had I turned around that the door was locked, the “CLOSED” sign was on the door window, and the lights were off. Confused by the abrupt change, I look at my watch which reads “4:36” p.m. Hours are always 8:00 a.m. To 4:30 p.m. In the Summer.


“You’re good to go” I ponder as I pull out of the near-empty lot and drive south towards the White Rim Overlook to have my two millionth look at the overwhelming presence of the past. This is where I want to die. Maybe I already have, it just hasn’t caught up to my consciousness yet.


I feel compelled every day to live as if that eventuality might happen. Whenever the topic of death crosses my spirit’s field of vision, I’m always taken to the Lord’s Prayer: let it be done on Earth as it is in heaven and I remind myself “It’s plain as day that we’re to experience heaven on Earth”.


That thought unfolds like a mantra: first, let it be done on Earth as it is in heaven. Secondly, unless you believe like a child you will by no means enter the kingdom of heaven. Third, from Brian Greene’s “Fabric of the Cosmos”, which articulates a physicist’s work pointing to multiple universes, I take ‘heaven’ to mean a realm that we cannot see with our eyes, which then takes me to the classic definition of faith: faith is the evidence of things hoped for, things unseen.


Thus, your will be done as it already is in heaven, as it already is in the multiverse. It’s already there, all of the elements to manifest, to co-create a new reality is ever-present. Nobody hopes for what they see, their current reality is what causes them to hope for something better.


It’s at this point that beliefs comes into play and where everyone gets stuck: what do I have to do to have a better reality than the one I have now? That takes me to Proverbs: “Lean not on your own understanding but trust the Lord with all of your heart.”


We don’t see things clearly, we don’t understand how everything is going to change and the moment we think we know how is the moment we choose to lean on our own understanding, choosing to believe that our limited perspective is all that there is. It’s on this point that we give up, we stop trusting and start fretting.


“Everything is possible for him who believes. One can say to this mountain ‘be removed and cast into the sea’ and it shall be done.”


Fret and worry produce more of the same. Complaining co-creates more things to complain about. For those who, like me, had their trust completely destroyed in their childhood, hoping for the impossible is simply impossible.


Before Jesus casually revealed that everything is possible, a man who had lost all hope begged Jesus to help him believe that his son could be healed. If you’re hard on yourself because you have difficulty believing that anything and everything is possible, then all you have to do is ask. Ask and you shall receive.


Most importantly—I recall as the hot air permeates my vehicle—there is no other requirement. One doesn’t need to believe in Jesus, God, the Bible in order to ask for a miracle, a change in circumstances. One needs to merely believe that it’s possible, ask and receive it.


We are eternal creatures who have momentary experiences of consciousness via our physical senses, our spirit constantly reminding us in the subtlest of ways ‘there’s far more than this’. 
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