Coastal Legend: Dr. John Wesley Tunnell Jr.

A closer walk with God

By Jim Hingey

The easy smile that
is a nearly permanent
feature on Wes Tunnell’s
face fades quickly when he
talks of the seminal event
i1 his life.

Inlate 1970, his daugh-
ter had begun showing
signs that her back hurt,
The [8-month-old first-
born of Tunnell and his
wile, Kathy. arched her
buck and began crying
whenever her parents tried
to lay her down.

The Tunnells, who were
a US. Army family sta-
tioned in San Francisco
at the time; took their
daughter, Stephanie. to
a military hospital. Doc-
tors there wanted to con-
firm their suspicions, so
they sent the Tunnells to
Houston to consult with
specialists.

Physicians at M.D. An-
derson Hospital broke the
news: Stephanie had acute
granulocytic leukemia.

“1 didn’t know what
leukemia was at that time
or how serious it was,” says Tunnell.
“They said it was the worst kind. She
might make it three to five months or
she might make it three to five years, de-
pending on what they did. They didn’t
have any cures at that time, it was all
just experimental stufl.

“We went through some really bad
treatments,” he says, his hands clenched
together. It drove my wife crazy to see
them stick that big needle in her side
and take the bone marrow out and test
it-all the time.”

The next few years were difficult, to
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Dr. John W. “Wes" Tunnell Jr. in his office at the Center for Coastal

say the say the least. Wes and Kathy
had both been raised in Christian
households. which helped them deal
with watching Stephanie go through
sometimes torturous Lreatments or,
worse, the prospect of losing their child.
The Tunnells’ spirits were further bol-
stered by the support of a strong group
of Christian believers that Kathy had

joined after the couple moved to Col-

lege Station.

Sitting in his office at the Harte
Research Institute for Gull of Mex-
ico Studies (HRI) at Texas A&M

University-Corpus Christi
(TAMUCC). Tunnell gradu-
ally relaxes his hands as he
reaches the epilogue of the
story.

“Stephanie was touched
by God — literally. She was
healed.” he says as the sci-
entist in him hedges just a
bit.. “There was no cure for
leukemia and the experimen-
tal protocols they did on her
obviously had an effect and
maybe we could say that’s
what it was. but she was the
only one (who was cured). The
other kids around her were dy-
ing. [t was quite an experience
to go through.”

Stephanie is now 36, hap-
pily married and the mother
of three living in the coastal
city of Portland, just outside
Corpus Christi. The cancer
never returned.

Tunnell calls his daughter’s
illness a “come to Jesus experi-
ence. face-to-face. where you
really have a life-changing ex-
perience and it really changed
our lives, I realized there was
much more than going to
church on Sunday. 1 was striving to
live it day and night, and 1 think God
honors that.

“Stephanie’s illness caused both my
wife and I to go on a closer walk with
the Lord,” says Tunnel. the smile and
# serene calm returning to his face.
“Having those people in College Station
around us gave us great comfort at that
time. Much of ourlife— and nothing is
total peace and serenity — we attribute
to that walk with God that we're still
taking today.™

Tunnell’s spiritual approach to
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