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M ax Weber, Germany’s great sociologist, wrote
extensively on the sociology of religion. A master at

creating terminology which gave perspective to complex
fields of human experience, Weber first developed the
concepts of prophet and priest. Whether Dr. Ericksen based
his discussion on Weber’s concepts or arrived at them
independently, I do not know. In either instance, prophet
and priest are fruitful concepts in the analysis of religious
leadership.

A prophet is an innovator, a voice of thunder, demanding
(in the name of God) conformance to ethical and humane
principles. He is often a critic of established religious
practices if they substitute for righteous living in human
relations. Amos, Micah, Isaiah, and Jeremiah provide classic
models of the prophetic spirit.

A priest, by contrast, translates the revelations and
idealism of the prophet into established doctrine, scripture,
rules of conduct, rituals and leadership roles. The priest is
the conservator of religion. Without his function, religion
might well die with the founder or the second generation of
disciples.

Professor Ericksen, with his commitment to scientific
and philosophical inquiry, naturally feels a closer affinity for
the prophetic spirit of religion with its call for change and
reform based on ethical insight. Ericksen is understandably
critical of the authoritative and dogmatic role of the priest
which is anathema to the philosophical mind. In my judg-

ment he underestimates the important function performed
by the priest. Religion is essentially a social phenomenon
binding people together in their quest for certainty and
security in an existence which is characterized by neither
except by the leap of faith or the presence of hope. Ritual,
traditions, songs, prayers, history, and beliefs sustain relig-
ious groups more than the dynamic thrusts of the prophets,
precious as the latter are, and essential as they are to the
clarification and preservation of religion in its essence.

Dr. Ericksen makes an interesting observation when he
recognizes that Joseph Smith and Ezekiel combined ele-
ments of both prophet and priest in their ministeries. This is
true of all religious leaders to some degree. Prophet and
priest are logical constructs, type-concepts, whereas flesh
and blood prophets and priests may have elements of both
types, some more prophetic and some more priestly. In fact,
the pristine Gospel as revealed in the New Testament and
the Restored Gospel contain the seed-bed of both the
priestly and the prophetic emphasis in religion.

Philosophy is neither priestly nor prophetic in temper-
ament but a critical, rational, objective effort to describe
phenomena and their implications as they exist in reality.
Some religionists, insecure in their faith, may take offense
at Dr. Ericksen’s critique of the priestly role. I personally
find it helpful to look at religion through the eyes of a
congenial critic who had great appreciation for the religion
which contributed so richly to what he was.

July-August 1979




