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Laughter, smiles, and tears filled 
Meiley-Swallow Hall, as author Donald 
Miller, while battling the flu, told his 
story to a sold-out crowd.

Both Miller and fellow writer Susan 
Isaacs were at North Central College to 
promote their new books. Miller’s book, 
“A Million Miles in a Thousand Years,” 
chronicles an opportunity to edit his life 
into a great story. 

Miller’s latest effort uses the concept 
of a narrative and applies it to gaining 
the most out of each day.

Both authors fill the pages of their 
books with a unique brand of Christian 
humor, turning an otherwise serious 
topic into an opportunity for humor and 
honesty. 

Susan Isaacs started off the night 
with a tale from her book “Angry Con-
versations with God.” 

Isaacs humorously spoke of her at-
tempts to find spiritual significance, at 
one point even declaring that God spoke 
to her with a British accent. 

Isaacs’s story took a more serious turn 
when she shared her frustrations about 
an infamous church experience.

“Let me tell you what happened at 
the speaking-in-tongues workshop,” 
said Isaacs to a room full of laughter. 
“I looked out at that massive crowd of 
people, those men in their slacks and 
the women and their beehive hair, and 
I thought to myself—what am I doing 
here?”

Isaacs then shared an experience 
she had with a pastor who used some 
rather interesting analogies. According 
to Isaacs, her pastor was in a Dunkin 
Donuts when he discovered that “our 
hearts are like donuts. On the outside, 

they’re crunchy or sweet, but on the in-
side there’s a hole.” 

While Isaacs’s stories were met with 
many grins and chuckles, the theme of 
her conversation highlighted a growing 
disconnection between the traditional 
church and those attempting to discover 
what it means to be a Christian. 

Isaacs’s delivery strategically picked 
apart the more traditional Christian 
set of beliefs on topics such as dating, 
church, and God without offending.

After Isaacs spoke, a brief intermis-
sion was used to inform the audience 
about Donald Miller’s non-profit orga-
nization. Through his organization, The 
Mentoring Project, Miller is attempting 
to resource churches to mentor children 
growing up without a father. 

According to Miller, there are cur-
rently 27 million children in the United 
States growing up without a father. 

“It’s part of my story. The church re-
ally stepped in and helped me when I was 
a kid,” said Miller. “There are 360,000 
churches, so the church is uniquely po-
sitioned to be able to answer the crisis of 
fatherlessness quite well.”

Miller is also working with the child 
sponsorship organization World Vision, 
which provides an opportunity to spon-
sor a child orphaned by the HIV virus, 
as well as kids right here in the United 
States.

Both World Vision and The Men-
toring Project set up tables just outside 
of the speaking area, giving all those 
who desired an opportunity to support 
the cause. Anyone who chose to sup-
port both organizations acquired a free, 
signed copy of Miller’s book.

During the last half of the night, 
Miller took the opportunity to discuss 
what motivated him to write his most 
recent book. When two movie produc-

ers approached him about turning 
his first book, “Blue Like Jazz,” into 
a movie, Miller got to thinking about 
the purpose of a narrative.

“I said I cannot in good conscience 
make a piece of fiction out of a piece 
of nonfiction. He said, ‘well, we’ll give 
you this much money.’ I said ‘let’s do 
it.’”

A humorous moment of spontane-
ity took place when Miller spotted a 
camera lens peeping out behind him 
through a crack in the curtain. 

He looked noticeably flustered for 
a moment, then turned to the crowd 
and said, “Just making sure there’s no 
shooter right there. Awfully close to 
the land of Lincoln.”

Miller went on to metaphorically 
compare life to a narrative, or story. He 
wondered aloud what it took to make a 
great story and how to reinvent a life 
so that nobody shrugs their shoulders 
when the credits roll.

“At the end of my story, at the end 
of my life, people were going to sit at 
my funeral and they were going to lit-
erally say to themselves, ‘man, he sold 
a lot of books.’ So what? Nobody is in-
spired by that story,” said Miller

After contemplating his funeral, 
Miller began to realize that actions 
speak louder than words. He told the 
audience “the only thing that reveals 
who the character actually is is what 
the character does. Does the character 
physically do something for other peo-
ple? That doesn’t mean that we wear a 
social justice t-shirt, we actually have to 
do something.”

After the event, many audience mem-
bers decided to do exactly that, as World 
Vision and Mentoring Project volunteers 
were busy late into the night. 

Although Miller himself was unable 

to shake hands or sign autographs due to 
the flu, Family Christian Store provided 
large stacks of previously signed books 
for all those who were interested. 

Despite his sickness, Miller was 
caught standing on the corner of Van 
Buren and Ellsworth as the night ended. 
After a few conversations about night-
golf and riding across the country on his 
bicycle, he left with a smile and a wave.

For more information on Donald 
Miller and his mission, please visit his 
website www.donmilleris.com.

STATE OF
Donald Miller goes the extra mile

Few people would ever ride freight 
trains with the the hobos of America, 
travel undercover with illegal migrants 
across the Mexico-American border, or 
spend a year as a prison guard in one of 
America’s most notoriously dangerous 
correctional facilities, Sing Sing prison 
in New York. Ted Conover, however, 
did.

On Oct. 27, 2009, Conover came to 
Wentz Concert Hall to address the fresh-
man class, as a guest speaker for their fi-
nal meeting of the First-Year Experience 
course, which discussions were derived 
throughout the course from Conover’s 
“Coyotes.” It is obvious how Conover’s 
book was a discussion starter.

“We wanted a book that was acces-
sible--that is, a book that first-year stu-
dents could read without a great deal of 
jargon or prior academic knowledge. At 
the same time, we wanted a book that 
spoke to a real world issue that posed 
ethical and social issue concerns,” said 
professor Lou Corsino, First-Year Expe-
rience coordinator. 

Conover agrees with Corsino’s opin-
ion of why the book relates well to fresh-
men-level discussions.

“I believe this book is suited for col-
lege freshmen for three reasons, the first 

being that it addresses a contemporary 
issue that involves social justice and fair-
ness.” 

These issues in his book allowed for 
the First-Year Experience students to 
open up discussions on very dominant 
issues in today’s society. Each class had 
a topic to surround their discussions on 
such as: food policy, immigration re-
form, drug smuggling and prosecution, 
as well as how the government interacts 
and accommodates their populations.

“These ideas came primarily from 
the FYE faculty teaching the FYE 100 
course. We brought them all together 
and asked them to create topics that had 
real world implications, that required 
further research and academic scrutiny, 
that looked at issues from the perspec-
tive of multiple academic disciplines, 
and that forced us to make a number of 
ethical decisions.”

 “Based on these guidelines, faculty 
members met and hammered out some 
key themes. Then, the FYE commit-
tee drafted various case studies based 
upon some common principles of case 
study pedagogy. After several reviews, 
we modified the case studies so that they 
might appeal to students in particular 
majors or programs--for example, sci-
ence, College Scholars, music, etc,” said 
Corsino of the faculty’s approach of 
choosing these controversial issues for 
the students’ discussions. 

Conover and Corsino also agree on 
the social effects this book could have 
on college freshman.

“The second reason why this book 
can aid in the transition of a freshman is 
that it was developed around the idea of 
crossing borders into new perspectives, 
which is very much what the integration 
into college life is like,” Conover said. 

“We also wanted a book that dealt 
with some of the on-going concerns 
that first-year students experience, 
such as entering a new social/cultural 
world, making friends, seeing the world 
through fresh, challenging perspec-
tives,” Corsino agreed.

New perspectives are something that 
Conover based most of his journalistic 
career off of. During Conover’s speech, 
he talked of his first job in the news 
business in Washington D.C. covering 
political news for U.S. News and World 
Report. He quickly quit and decided to 
focus more on a type of journalism that 
covered things that did not seem impor-
tant, because no one knew about them. 
It was then that he decided to dive into 
investigative journalism. He wanted 
to give his readers new perspectives on 
these controversial issues. 

“The third reason why I believe that 
this book can give assistance to fresh-
men is that it deals with friendships, 
how they are made, their value, as well 
as how fragile they are,” said Conover.

In “Coyotes,” Conover made many 
friends throughout his journey, and all 
aided in the creation of his story. During 
his speech, he spoke of his communica-
tion with the characters from his nar-
rative that was created in the late 80’s. 
He updated the freshman class about the 
people that they derived their discus-
sions from and told all of them where 
they were today.

Preceding Conover’ speech, Academ-
ic Leaders were asked to prepare ques-
tions on behalf of their respective First-
Year Experience students, and were 
called upon to ask Conover questions. 
One Academic Leader asked Conover 
how his experience would be different 
today.

“There have been many changes in 
the United States regarding immigra-
tion since I wrote my book,” said Con-
over in response. “There is now a series 
of border fences deterring illegal mi-
grants from entering, which would make 
my journey much different than what it 
was 20 years ago.” 

Regardless of the changes in the pol-
icy of the United States today, it is easy 
to see how Conover’s “Coyotes” could be 
so flawlessly utilized in the classroom. 
He brilliantly exposed the other side to 
a one-sided problem in the United States 
to the people that will soon have to find 
the solutions for these controversial is-
sues.

Conover’s ‘Coyotes’ in the classroom

Donald Miller makes an impression on students. 
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