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Missionary to the Mind

Dialogues With Myself: Personal Essays
on Mormon Experience by Eugene England
(Midvale, Utah: Orion Books, 1984),
217 pp.

Reviewed by Wm. Clayton Kimball,
professor of government, Bentley College,
Waltham, Massachusetts.

JouN RoCHE PUBLISHED a very thick book
of essays a number of years ago. He was,
he lamented, an essayist in an age when
the essay was not flourishing. Fortunately
this did not prevent publication. Gene En-
gland has published a much slimmer book
of “Personal Essays on Mormon Experi-
ence,” an equally daunting task. Personal
essays can only speak to people when there
is some community of feeling, some com-
monality of background within which the
writer can connect with the reader. Such
communities are in short supply these days.

I don’t know if the essays in this col-
lection which spoke most powerfully to me
would touch a person without a Mormon
background. But I suspect that the more
didactic of them would be accessible even
to one who lacks “Mormon” experience.
There are sixteen essays in the book, and
in the foreword, England groups them into
various categories. Some were delivered as
formal addresses, and all have been pub-
lished in some form in nearly every
Mormon-oriented periodical now in exis-
tence. Over half of them were published
in DIALOGUE, an appropriate circumstance
since Gene was one of this journal’s
founders.

The essays range from theological ex-
plorations to descriptions of personal ex-
periences. Some address traditional moral
and ethical concerns, and others discuss
particular challenges Mormons face. En-

gland seeks to ground his collection in Jo-
seph Smith’s statement that “by proving
contraries, truth is made manifest.” So, he
seeks to test assertions and contradictions
which arise out of Mormon experience.

For me, England’s essays which dealt
most directly with what it feels like to be a
Mormon were the best. He has done some-
thing here which is far too rare. In most
Mormon writing, we are told how we
should feel. Our emotional and even our
spiritual experience is prescribed. And we
are given to understand that if our feelings
do not match the prescription, they are
not valid. However, in “Blessing the
Chevrolet,” “Going to Conference,” “The
Hosanna Shout in Washington, D.C.,” and
“Enduring,” England simply describes how
he and others actually felt in situations.
His descriptions ignite memory and recast
our experience in new ways, greatly enrich-
ing our emotional and spiritual lives in this
telling. His example helps us realize that
we need follow no one else’s prescription to
approach the Lord as long as we retain that
crucial element: a broken heart and a con-
trite spirit.

England’s essays span nearly two
decades. When they are listed in chrono-
logical order (excluding the experiential
ones) they reveal a constant concern with
the problems of the time and demonstrate
how the author has dealt with some of the
most difficult issues facing Mormons — the
denial of priesthood to blacks, the relation-
ship of individuals to authority, and others.
England must agree with C. S. Lewis, who
reminds us that “progress is made only into
a resisting material” (1970, 91). We hear,
far too often, that discussion of such topics
should be avoided for fear of destroying
faith. England demonstrates an apprecia-
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tion for the strengthening discipline of
honest inquiry. Faith is far more vulner-
able to atrophy than to challenge.

In listening to the concerns of a full
generation of students, I've realized that
while issues shift and new causes for con-
cern arise, critics of Mormonism will beat
the Church with any stick that comes to
hand. It confirms one of G. K. Chester-
ton’s most telling insights: “Men who begin
to fight the Church for the sake of freedom
and humanity end by flinging away free-
dom and humanity if only they may fight
the Church” (1950, 258). But England
gives examples of how one can explore
questions within the walls of faith. His
essays bespeak the blatant boredom of most
church manuals.

During the years Gene worked at St.
Olaf’s College in Northfield, Minnesota, he
also served as a branch president. I'm sure
this gave him valuable experience in work-
ing with a Mormon congregation. But he
put me in shock with his description of the
tasks he took on as a new bishop: speaking
each week, teaching a Sunday School class,
counseling with all those young couples!
At first I was reminded of the classic de-
scription of Teddy Roosevelt: he wanted
to be the groom at every wedding and the
corpse at every funeral. My own experi-
ence as a bishop has (thus far) permitted
no such luxury as regular teaching or
speaking. I’'m aware of the psychic and
physical demands his many roles would
demand. It would be instructive for some-
one, perhaps Gene England, to put to-
gether a book of personal essays by bishops
describing their feelings and experiences as
they struggle to cope with this calling.

Gene England has spent most of his
life around college students. He has been
a catalyst for countless bright, young peo-
ple, helping them confront and strengthen
their own faith. I know of two young men
whose first year of college he “mentored”
and whose gospel and academic experience
he helped deepen and greatly enriched.
He has been a missionary to the mind for
a whole generation.

DiALOGUE: A JoURNAL oF MoRMON THOUGHT

Just how crucial such examples can
be is illustrated by a passage from an essay
written over forty years ago. C. S. Lewis
spoke at Oxford University about “Learn-
ing in War-Time.” “The intellectual life,”
he noted, “is not the only road to God, nor
the safest, but we find it to be a road, and
it may be the appointed road for us. Of
course it will be so only so long as we keep
the impulse pure and disinterested” (1949,
50).

England’s positions in many of these
essays may not be the conclusions others
would reach, but the example he sets is
worth everything. He shows us that one
can question without arrogance and accept
without compromise. This example should
be instructive to those who think all ques-
tioning is arrogance as well as those who
view the acceptance of any orthodox view
as compromise.

A good example of this quality is found
in a response written in 1973 to Lester
Bush’s study on the historical background
of the “Negro Doctrine,” published origi-
nally in D1ALoGUE.

The recent official statements of the
Church concerning blacks and the
priesthood . . . simply require Church
members to accept, as part of their faith
in a divinely directed Church, the re-
vealed policy that those of black African
descent are not now to receive the
priesthood. I accept that, essentially at
face value. I do not ordain blacks to
the priesthood nor self-righteously (or
in any other way) fulminate against the
Church or its leaders, nor lobby for a
revelation to change things. I trust our
leaders are doing their job, seeking and
awaiting a revelation, and I believe with
all my heart that if such a revelation
is received they will in no way hesitate
to enforce it, no matter how or where
unpopular. (p. 128)

Gene England’s faith was amply justified,
as we now can see.

I would not hesitate to recommend this
book to any reader who seeks that rare
combination — style and substance. If
other writers are encouraged to publish
similar collections, all the better. But with
these essays England has set so high a



standard that few may safely risk, as he
has, to open themselves so intimately to
our gaze. He has enlarged and enriched
the community with which his personal
essays can “only connect.”
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SAMUEL JoHNSON coined the phrase, and
Virginia Woolf gave it its place in the lan-
guage: the “common reader.” That per-
son, Doctor Johnson wrote, by whose com-
mon sense, “uncorrupted by literary preju-
dices, after all the refinements of subtilty
and the dogmatism of learning, must be
finally decided all claim to poetical hon-
ours” (Woolf 1953, 1). The last word on
Linda Newell’s and Val Avery’s volume
must indeed be spoken by the common
readers among us, not by the academicians
and scholars.

For the community of scholars and his-
torians of Mormonism and those who read
faithfully in the academic journals, Mor-
mon Enigma holds much satisfaction and
some surprises. They have followed its de-
velopment over the past several years since
its authors came among them, relative neo-
phytes, ready to learn their ways and prac-
tice their art. They have applauded as Val
and Linda worked out, piece by labored
piece, the biographical puzzle, presenting
their findings along the way in meetings of
the Mormon History Association and in
issues of the journals. Their papers, and
the parallel writings of others, prepared
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the initiated ones for the final unfolding,
which came not as a revelation so much as
a canonization.

But the common readers, many of
whom have remained to now innocent of
the implications of newly researched ma-
terial and newly interpreted old data, are
finding much in the book to try the soul.
Our more or less official histories of our
foremothers, the sweetness and light
“granddaughter biographies” we have had
for decades, have not prepared us for the
unstinting realities represented in this vol-
ume. Here, despite the softer touch with
which the authors treated them, we must
swallow some hard facts: Joseph Smith
and Emma Hale eloped; their marriage
was troubled by early jealousies,. perhaps
infidelity; over the issue of plural marriage
Joseph deceived his wife and resorted to
doubletalk with his enemies and with the
Saints as well. Emma’s trusted women
friends, ancestors of many of us, betrayed
their friend and benefactress; Brigham
Young spread malicious lies about Emma
after the martyrdom; young Joseph was or-
dained by his father to be his successor in
church leadership. Not an easy dose for us
who have been schooled in unquestioning
reverence for our leaders and acceptance
of the apostolic succession.

The relentless research that led Linda
and Val to question these seeming founda-
tions is phenomenal. One “common
reader,” at first glance, registered total
confidence in the book because of the
prodigious eighteen-page bibliography, the
fifty-six pages of notes. Colleagues, en-



