
thought the Huguenots were too friendly with their indigenous neighbors, provided the
raw materials out of which early twentieth-century evangelical leaders could fashion a
founding narrative of faith-inspired martyrdom in Brazil that reached back centuries.
Just as intriguing is the argument, in the second part of Feitoza’s chapter, that several
of Brazil’s early twentieth-century evangelical leaders worked hard to push back against
scientific racism, an ideology that was particularly attractive to white elites who
employed it to explain economic, social, and political troubles in Latin America. At mis-
sion conferences such as the Panama Congress of 1916, these Brazilian ministers openly
questioned scientific racism’s biological determinism. For example, Eduardo Carlos
Pereira, who was among the few speakers not from North America at the conference,
wove together a Biblical understanding of a single origin of all races with an apprecia-
tion for Darwin’s evolutionary theory and in so doing “brought together the traditional
evangelical emphasis on the authority of the Bible with the scientific confidence
characteristic of his era to challenge prevailing racial theories” (135).

While there are several chapters in Part II that merit attention—Matheus Reis’s
chapter on Brazilian immigrant churches in Florida is particularly noteworthy—
Feitoza’s chapter stands out as refreshing and unique due to its contribution to the
“history of historiography.” He reports on Latin American evangelicals “doing history”
in a way that was clearly motivated by pastoral, political, and social needs in a given
time and place. By reaching back a century into the past to explore the role of history-
making within the Brazilian evangelical church, Feitoza reminds us of the key role
historians can play in simply “telling the stories” of evangelical growth, change, and
adaptation to the sociopolitical challenges of their day. Feitoza and the other contribu-
tors have done us a service in telling such stories, and even anthropologists and sociol-
ogists would do well to read them.

Robert Brenneman
Goshen College
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Stretching the Heavens: The Life of Eugene England and the Crisis
of Modern Mormonism. By Terryl L. Givens. Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina, 2021. xiv + 330 pp. $34.95 cloth.

The cover of Terryl L. Givens’s Stretching the Heavens: The Life of Eugene England and
the Crisis of Modern Mormonism lends its biographical subject a striking,
Kennedyesque allure. A young Gene England—best known among those affiliated
with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints as one of the faith’s most progres-
sive voices from the 1960s to the 1990s—looks pensively to the skies, with a tuft of
strawberry blonde hair, a well-defined jawline, and a smart, professorial pairing of a
beige turtleneck and tweed sport coat.

For England, whose cultural orientations were toward Palo Alto (he earned a PhD in
English literature from Stanford) as much or more than Provo, staking out this kind
of image and identity for himself at a time when the church was careening rightward
culturally, politically, and theologically marked him as a kind of male Jezebel, someone
dangerously “heterodox” and “liberal.” The importance, and the drama, of Stretching

Church History 757

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640723002573 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0009640723002573


the Heavens derive from this fundamental, even existential, tension in England’s life and
soul. As someone who condemned war, racism, and sexism in the 1960s and 1970s but
also cared deeply about his good standing in the church, England seems to have been
destined for a life of prolonged anguish and struggle.

Terryl Givens is uniquely positioned to tell this story because England’s widow,
Charlotte, entrusted him with Gene’s private papers and the larger biographical project.
That commission may explain the devotional character that the biography assumes at
the start, following an established pattern in Mormon biography of describing the gene-
ral wholesomeness of England’s boyhood, mission, and early family life.

More consequentially, the book adopts a tone of spiritual admonition, apparently
toward younger members and scholars of the church who might be tempted to see
England’s passion for justice as exemplary and even prophetic. Givens cites and worries
about recent data indicating a generational drift toward doubt and “attrition” from the
church (75; see Jana Riess’s excellent work on the subject The Next Mormons: How
Millennials Are Changing the LDS Church, published in 2019 by the Oxford
University Press). He laments “the clash with secularism that has taken such a toll
on the church’s youth” (280), while praising England for (barely) withstanding the
“secular onslaught” (xiii) of his era and for ensuring that “the liberalism of his
progressive social conscience did not infiltrate his simple faith” (282).

In Givens’s estimation, England was at best a “theologian out of season” (109), at
worst a “radical” (95) directly responsible for his painful exile from the important
journal he co-founded (Dialogue) and his academic post at Brigham Young
University. Indeed, England possessed a social conscience that was, by the standards
of the era, mature and substantially countercultural. Like Martin Luther King, Jr.,
who asserted that the “three evils” of racism, poverty, and militarism were poisoning
the soul of the United States and white Christianity, England was persuaded that
“the litmus test of true Christianity. . . was consistency with three New Testament
themes: regard for the marginalized, antimaterialism, and a compassion most perfectly
manifest in pacifism” (97). Convictions like these led England to challenge the church’s
long-standing policy barring Black men from holding the priesthood years before the
ban was finally lifted in 1978, in addition to making space in the pages of Dialogue
for feminist scholars who would soon be legendary, such as Laurel Thatcher Ulrich
and Claudia Bushman.

England’s refusal to back down on matters of conscience was largely unwelcome, to
say the least, in an ecclesiastical “culture of harmonious acquiescence” (117) that heavily
reinforced hierarchy, white supremacy, and patriarchy. At BYU in the 1990s, amidst
controversies over academic freedom that drew strong criticism from the national
press and the American Association of University Professors, England again put his
career and reputation at risk by not sufficiently distancing himself from feminist schol-
ars such as Cecilia Konchar Farr, whom Givens characterizes as “unapologetically,”
“conspicuously,” and “provocatively” positioning herself as a “radical feminist” in the
English Department of the church’s flagship university in 1992 (237).

The moral implication and upshot for Givens are clear: a rising generation of
Mormons and Mormon scholars would do well to avoid enshrining Eugene England
as some sort of prophet, visionary, or martyr. I can see how they would; to the bitter
end, England suffered dearly for taking the pressing social issues of his time seriously,
and he did not live to see the church, in 2013, finally admit that its long and painful
history of racism was the result of being captive, for generations, to a broader culture
of white supremacy.
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Stretching the Heavens makes an essential contribution to the study of Mormon
intellectual history since the 1960s. It complements the University of Utah Press’s
recent edited collection of essays about Sterling McMurrin, Obert Tanner, and
Lowell Bennion (Conscience and Community, published in 2018), as well as Kristine
Haglund’s introduction to the thought of Eugene England (Eugene England. A
Mormon Liberal, published in 2021 by the University of Illinois Press). A broader his-
tory, more deeply engaged with recent secondary scholarship, remains to be written of
Mormon intellectual life in the midst of the Cold War and Reagan Era; the heydays of
feminism, black and queer liberation movements; and the long-stonewalled diversifica-
tion of higher education in the United States.

By his own admission, Eugene England was no saint; he was deeply human and
deeply flawed. Yet he possessed an admirable, abiding determination to develop a
robust social conscience in an ecclesiastical, political, and cultural environment that
tended to gaslight, despise, and even demonize the left. As Stretching the Heavens so
vividly illustrates, the ideas and legacy of Eugene England will be matters of concern
and debate for years to come.

Thomas W. Simpson
Phillips Exeter Academy
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Father Ed: The Story of Bill W’s Spiritual Sponsor. By Dawn Eden
Goldstein. Maryknoll: Orbis, 2022. xviii + 379 pp. $39 cloth; $24.50
Kindle; $30 paper.

Dawn Eden Goldstein’s biography of the Jesuit priest Edward Dowling (1898–1960)
highlights his role from 1940 as a spiritual counsellor to Bill Wilson, the co-founder
of Alcoholic Anonymous. The relationship between Dowling and Wilson is well
known. In Not-God (1979), the great AA historian Ernest Kurtz wrote about it, and
in 1995 Robert Fitzgerald, S. J., published The Soul of Sponsorship: The Friendship of
Fr. Ed Dowling, S. J. and Bill Wilson in Letters. In 2015, Glenn F. Chestnut published
Father Ed Dowling: Bill Wilson’s Sponsor.

Goldstein’s research goes much further than her predecessors. Hers is a definitive
book. For instance, she interviewed elderly co-workers before their death, such as the
Jesuits Francis Canavan and William Barnaby Faherty, who both died in their nineties.
She did research in St. Louis at the Jesuit archives there and the Dowling archive at
Maryville University. Her book includes a call for people to support the cause of
Father Ed’s sainthood.

This is much more than an AA book. Goldstein focuses on the life of Father Ed and
not just his relationship with Wilson. Known as a young man as “Puggy,” he then was
an enthusiast for athletics rather than for academic studies. He was happy as a baseball
catcher. Ordained as a Jesuit priest in 1931, he spent much of his working life in
St. Louis at the Queen’s Work, both an organization and a periodical. Other than an
occasional column, he was not much of a writer.

Not a bookish intellectual, Father Ed was happiest working with people. One of the
last chapters in this book, “Racing against Time,” emphasizes the priority he gave to
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