
MORE REFLECTIONS
ON THE
ROLE OF
THE
PROPHET

Editors’ Note
Last spring we sent over a hundred letters to a cross-section of
Mormon thinkers and writers, asking them to submit a short
personal essay examining the unique Mormon concept of the

Prophet. We printed five responses in Volume Five, Number
Four (July-August 1980) of SUNSTONE and are pleased to in-
clude six more in this issue.

Mormonism:
The Talmudic Phase?

Michael T. Walton
WHILE MANY OF THE ANALOGIES
Latter-day Saints perceive between their
religion and Judaism are not apparent to
scholars of Judaism, one seems particu-
larly relevant to a discussion of Mor-
monism. Just as Jews came to feel that
the Law was fixed and its prophetic sup-
porters were largely phenomena of the
past, so Latter-day Saints have come to
see a difference between the plenitude of
revelation that flowed through Joseph
Smith and the administrative efforts of
his successors.

The Jewish view that God’s revealed
way of life was more or less complete in
the Law of Moses could have resulted in
the ossification and eventual breakdown
of the religion. This, however, was not
the case. The "scribes," scholars who
saw themselves as the heirs of Ezra and
his reforms, perceived that the applica-
tion of the Law was no easy matter. New
social circumstances required a fresh
consideration of how to live God’s pre-
cepts. The scribes, therefore, developed
a system of learned examination which
allowed them to use the Pentateuch, the
words of the prophets, and the wisdom
of other learned men to adapt the Law to
various cultural and political exigendes.

The efforts of the most notable scribes to
define the Law were codified as the
Mishnah by Rabbi Judah ha Nasi (early
third century AD). The Mishnah in turn
stimulated further comment on the Law.
In time the most notable commentaries
were assembled as the Gemmara (sixth
century AD). The Mishnah and the Gem-
mara make up the Talmud, which was the
point of departure for the legal studies of
medieval Jewish scholars and is the liv-
ing guide for modern orthodox Jews
(though the term is often used to mean
the Gemmara alone).

Though the legal orientation of Tal-
mudic Judaism has no real analogue in
Mormonism, the commentary form and
the historically-oriented dynamics of the
Talmudic process do. In my opinion,
Mormonism has in its brief existence
passed from an initial revelation-
intensive phase through several stages
of commentary on and adaptation of the
revelations. In other words, Mormonism
has become Talmudic. Joseph Smith, by
his own admission, was the Moses of the
"last dispensation of the Gospel." As the
great prophetic teacher, he revealed the
order of God’s kingdom on earth. God’s
plan was set forth in the Doctrine and
Covenants, the "Law" of Mormonism.

Joseph, like Moses, was unique in his
time. He set forth nearly all the rules and
structure necessary for his infant reli-

giono As Moses’ successors were left
with a more or less complete religion to
administer, so were Joseph’s. Joseph
also tried so many experiments with
communal living, city planning, and
political activism that his heirs had a vast
reservoir of data upon which to base fu-
ture decisions. 1 As in Judaism, where
Moses, "our teacher," takes precedence
over all other prophets, so the Prophet
Joseph Smith takes precedence over all
other Mormon leaders.

The centrality of Joseph Smith and his
thought to Mormonism was established
by Brigham Young and his associates
and reinforced by second-and third-
generation Mormon scribes like B. H.
Roberts, James Talmage, Joseph F.
Smith, and Joseph Fielding Smith.
Roberts crafted a Mormon historiog-
raphy in which Joseph was rightly con-
sidered the root of all Church doctrine
and structure. Talmage codified the most
important aspects of Joseph’s teachings
about the atonement and the "last dis-
pensation" in ]esus the Christ and The Ar-
ticles of Faith. Joseph F. Smith in Gospel
Doctrine and Joseph Fielding Smith in
works like Teachings of the Prophet Joseph
Smith and Doctrines of Salvation con-
tinued the structuring of Joseph’s
teachings both by editing his words and
by developing new theological interpre-
tations. The importance of Talmage and
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the Smiths to the formation of Mormon
theology can be seen in the neat sets of
books sold by Deseret Book Company
which feature their writings. If Mor-
monism ever recognizes a Mishnah, it
may well include The Articles of Faith,
Jesus the Christ, Gospel Doctrine, Doctrines
of Salvation, and Teachings of the Prophet
Joseph Smith (and perhaps The Discourses
of Brigham Young, especially those dis-
courses which illuminate teachings
begun by Joseph and not Brigham’s
"speculations"). 2

The "Talmudization" of Mormonism
since Joseph Smith’s martyrdom has af-
fected the way the Church leaders intro-
duce innovations and justify change. To
be sure, the prophetic role of the presi-
dent is still considered to be the same
theologically as in Joseph’s day. In prac-
tice, however, revelations are no longer
frequently transmitted by the prophet.
He is much more the chief executive and
"fine tuner" of Joseph’s organization.3
His pronouncements are generally de-
scribed as "inspired," but they are sel-
dom presented to the Church as rev-
elations to be added to the Doctrine and
Covenants and Pearl of Great Price.4 Of
the three items which have been added
to the official canon in this century, all in
the last five years, one is a vision de-
scribed by Joseph Smith, the second a vi-
sion seen by Joseph F. Smith, and the
third a 1978 revelation extending the
priesthood to all worthy males. Even the
1978 revelation is not treated like those of
Joseph Smith. It is included in the canon
not as a section of the Doctrine and Cov-
enants but rather as an "official declara-
tion."

The quantitative decline in published
revelation and the increased reliance on
"inspiration" has produced the "fine-
tuning" method of innovation in the
Church. Fine tuning is the historically-
oriented Mormon equivalent of rabbini-
cal reasoning. It is a way of adapting a
perception of the revelatory-intense past
to a problem or issue in the present,s
Church "programs," organizational re-
sponses to problems, are excellent
examples of the application of this
method. Because Latter-day Saints be-
lieve the truths revealed to Joseph and
his successors are eternal, new ways of
dealing with problems must be properly
justified. As a result, "programs" are not
viewed as leaps into the unknown but as
inspired ways of further implementing
established Church teachings. The wel-
fare system, for example, is generally
treated as an inspired refinement of the
bishop’s storehouse revealed in the
1830s. (It is even considered vaguely
heretical to think of the present welfare
system as a response to the social col-
lapse of the Depression, despite the fact
that the welfare system underwent a
greater reform in the Depression than at

any time since Joseph Smith’s day.) The
feeling is that inspiration was a sufficient
basis for the changes. 6

Fine tuning is al:so applied to the
Church structure itself. As the duties of
the Twelve Apostles became a burden,
the President was inspired to create the
office of Assistant to the Twelve. In a like
manner, inspiration has led to the estab-
lishment of a Council of Seventy and an
emeritus status for infirm General Au-
thorities, whose life tenure creates
leadership problems of its own. Though
revelations were cited by Joseph Smith
for nearly every change in Church gov-
ernment, today it does not seem neces-
sary to present revelations for what is
believed to be only an elaboration of the
organization. In regard to Church struc-
ture, fine tuning has allowed growth
without adding to the canon. A flexibility
is thus maintained without disturbing
the idea of the unchanging primitive
structure of the Church.

Fine tuning extends beyond programs
and organization to theology. In the
nineteenth century, for example, the
Church taught the literal gathering of Is-
rael. This meant not only a gathering to
one geographical location but also that
those who accepted the gospel were
either by birth or adoption of the blood of
Israel. Our century has brought changes
which preclude all or even many foreign
converts from coming to the United
States. As a result, doctrinal emphasis
has been fine tuned to a gathering of Is-
rael in the stakes of Zion throughout the
world. Israel is also defined more as a
community of faith than of blood. (No
change of doctrine, however, is per-
ceived in this view of the gathering.)
What has occurred is seen as an inspired
elaboration of the ideas of early Church
leaders.7

As important as fine tuning is to Mor-
monism’s adaptability and justification
of change in terms of the sacred past, it is
not, as in rabbinical Judaism, a game
which any learned man can play. Only
the Church leaders generally and the
President specifically can declare what
programs will be instituted or how doc-
trine is to be viewed.8 The prophetic au-
thority and the position of absolute
leadership developed by Joseph Smith
rest with "the brethren." They alone de-
termine how the past and present will
mix. Though Joseph and his revelations
along with the "Mishnaic" documents
described above are central to the
Church’s concept of itself, Joseph’s suc-
cessors have full authority to make any
necessary changes.

Once the leaders have spoken, how-
ever, members can in their best Mormon
Talmudic style show how Church ac-
tions are natural and inspired out-
growths of the revelatory-theological
core. Latter-day Saints, therefore, have

freedom to develop exegetical skills and
Talmudic wisdom but not to be innova-
tive. Justification rather than innovation
is the general role of the Latter-day Saint
scholar and his rhetoric reflects that fact.
This role places upon the best of the
faithful a burden of producing "Gem-
maric" tracts which reflect and har-
monize both the past and the present.
Works like McConkie’s Mormon Doctrine
and his multi-volume study of Christ fall
within this ever-developing tradition, a
tradition true to the Talmudic dynamics
now innervating Mormonism. 9

But Mormonism has not lost its vitality
because its rhetoric and dynamics have
changed. Very few scholars would speak
of Talmudic Judaism as less vital than the
earlier prophetic form. Talmudic rabbis
like Hillel and Akiva made it possible for
Judaism to adapt to new challenges and
yet retain its spiritual meaning and in-
tensity. Why then should similar
changes in Mormon rhetoric and
dynamics be viewed as indicative of de-
cline? The above examples of "’fine tun-
ing" show that present-day Mormonism
is capable of growing and adapting from
its nineteenth century roots without
constant, and perhaps contradictory,
additions to its canon of scripture. Its
strong intellectual and emotional appeal
to both converts and those born in the
faith seems to indicate that it retains its
power to unify and motivate its adher-
ents. If it finds itself in a period of Tal-
mudization, is that a liability? In my
view, Talmudic dynamics are a natural
(though not necessary) outgrowth of a
strongly revelatory, historically-minded
religion. They do not detract from its vi-
tality but enhance it. There is no reason
to believe that Talmudic Mormonism,
like Talmudic Judaism, will not flourish
and fulfill its followers in the future.

Notes
1. Wilford Woodruff wrote in his diary that Brigham Young
believed that Joseph had taught the Apostles everything.
They, of course, did not remember all of Joseph’s words.
Brigham stated, however, that the Lord brought them to his
mind at the proper time exactly as Joseph had said them.
Woodruff further distinguished Brigham from Joseph by cal-
ling Joseph a "natural prophet."

2. The selective nature of the editions of Joseph’s and
Brigham’s writings and speeches should be clearly recog-
nized. Much of what Joseph and Brigham taught is not found
in the published compilations. Editors have tended to em-
phasize ideas which history proved to be influential in the
development of the Church and its doctrines. Likewise,
Joseph F. Smith’s Gospel Doctrine is a posthumus collection of
"’some" of his teachings.

3. Church presidents might be called administrative proph-
ets. This distinguishes them from the outsider, social critic
role played by so many, but not all, Biblical prophets. Ad-
ministrative prophets are chiefly concerned with applying
God’s wisdom and their intelligence to further~g an organi-
zation of which they are a part. They do not criticize the or-
ganization as freely as did their Biblical counterparts. They
work rather to purify it from within.

4. It should be understood that the term "inspired" is treated
by the Church as being almost as binding as "revealed." In-
spired utterances carry a similar motivative force as rev-
elations and, in fact, may be as deeply rooted in the divine as
canonical revelations.
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5. The attitudes underlying the process that I call fine tuning
are manifest in Harold B. Lee’s statement, "keep in mind that
the principles of the Gospel of Jesus Christ are divine. No-
body changes the principles and doctrines of the Church ex-
cept the Lord by revelation. But methods change as the in-
spired direction comes to those who preside at a given time."
Ensign (Jan. 1971):9.

6. There is an unverifiable tradition that Heber J. Grant did
receive a revelation on the welfare system. As with Brigham
Young, Wilford Woodruff and others, however, he did not
present the reforms in that context. The reluctance of Church
presidents to declare revelations is further evidence that they
perceive a difference between themselves and Joseph.

7. For a short time in Nauvoo, families were sent to settle in
cil~es and build up the Church. They were not encouraged to
return to Nauvoo. This procedure, though short lived, does
resemble the modern practice. See Times and Seasons, 696.

8. This is not to say that the counsel of members is not sought
as to how the Church should deal with problems. Input from
knowledgeable Latter-day Saints is important for the formu-
lation of new programs. Only the President, however, makes
the final decision.

9. McConkie in the introduction to The Mortal Messiah sets
himself in the scribal tradition. He writes, "I think I hear his
(Talmage’s) voice.., saying now is the time to build on the
foundations I laid .... "

MICHAELT. WALTON received a PhD in
history from the University of Chicago. He
is particularly interested in the role which
religion has played in the development of
science. He teaches the gospel doctrine class
in the Grant Eleventh Ward in Salt Lake
City.

Not Through a
Glass Darkly

Irene M. Bates
MY HUSBAND AND I were converted
to the gospel in England twenty-five
years ago this June. Besides the
deepening of our relationship with God,
that experience brought other
enrichmentsmand trialsmto our life.
One of the most important, it seems, has
been the awakening of a hunger for
truth. This has not been comfortable to
live with at times, but initially we were
fortunate in associating wi.th mis-
sionaries of special caliber, who encour-
aged the questions and shared in the joys
of discovery. Together we enjoyed
poetry, music, and philosophy, and on
one occasion they introduced us to the
poem which begins:

Henceforth, please God, forever I forgo
The yoke of men’s opinions. I will be
Lighthearted as a bird, and live with God.
I find him in the bottom of my heart,
I hear continually his voice therein.

Twenty-five years ago those words of
Ralph Waldo Emerson lit up the longing
that had been born in me to "live with
God" and to understand all things. Un-
derstanding is still a primary goal in my
life and, because there are always new
challenges appearing, it is a dynamic and
ever-expanding goal. One challenge that
has emerged since we moved to the
United States, and closer to Zion, has
been my own grea.ter awareness of the
complexity and the tensions which are
part of a fast-growing church. A crucial

The real uniqueness
of the Mormon prophet

is the significantly
different conditions

under which he
exercises his calling.

element in my efforts to reconcile those
tensions is my view of the role of the
prophet.

At the time of our conversion I saw in
President McKay someone who did live
with God. Meeting him at the dedication
of the London Temple underlined that
impression as I witnessed his sensitivity
towards my blind friend, and others, on
that busy day. Further association when
my husband was stake president in
Manchester only served to confirm those
feelings. I saw him as a righteous man
whose sacred task in life was to lift and
inspire and guide God’s children. Later
presidents have been no less spiritual
giants, but now I realize my earlier view
of the prophetic role was simplistic.

I knew that our concept of a
"prophet" was not unique. While doing
research for a missionary project, I saw
that the role of the Hebrew prophet dif-
fered little from that of our own leader.
He, too, directed the affairs of the King-
dom of God on earth. He preached,
explained, and upheld the divine law,
and he defined the fundamental princi-
ples upon which the Kingdom of Heaven
would depend. The real uniqueness of
the Mormon prophet, I recognized,
rested upon the significantly different
conditions under which he exercised his
calling. Moving to Utah somehow
brought that reality into sharper focus.

Today, for example, for the first time
in history, a living prophet of God pre-
sides over a world-wide church organi-
zation. He leads over four million church
members from many cultures with dif-
fering values and traditions and with
varied systems of government. He is
president of a wealthy corporation with
large business interests and invest-
ments. He is head of a huge bureaucracy,
and he is the guiding light behind a pub-
lic relations system which includes radio

and TV stations as well as newspapers
and magazines--all this in addition to
being our spiritual leader and the
mouthpiece of the Lord.

The difficulty of reconciling these
seemingly conflicting demands did not
eliminate for me the assurance of the
prophet’s closeness to the Lord, but it
did suggest the obvious need to delegate
a great deal of authority to committees,
groups, and individuals. And this meant
that a vast army of men and women
needed equally to be in harmony with
their God as they carried out assigned
roles and programs.

As a member of a struggling branch in
England more than twenty years ago, I
realized the possibilities for tension and
dilution which are inherent in our sys-
tem of church government. Although I
appreciated the tremendous oppor-
tunities for spiritual and intellectual
growth provided by the Church, as
Primary leader, Sunday School teacher,
or Relief Society president, I also became
very much aware of my own shortcom-
ings. Because we were all converts
then--with no built-in awe of local
hierarchiesmeveryone was subject to
challenge, and I found myself slipping
easily into the role of moderator in the
interests of greater unity. Now, years
later and in quite a different setting, I see
that the very recognition of our common
fallibility--so evident in the mission
field--might well be an essential
safeguard for the institution itself.

Sometimes, because of the screen of
humanity through which a policy or
program may be interpreted, we are able
to see truth only "through a glass
darkly." For example, in some areas
when the recent consolidation program
was initiated as an experiment, it was in-
troduced at the highest levels as just
that, with the obvious inference that
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feedback was needed. By the time it
reached some local levels it became "rev-
elation" and as such it brooked no critical
evaluation. For a Church member who
may happen to be present through each
state of the transmission process, con-
fronting such a problem becomes unav-
oidable. Who should be heeded? Bishop,
stake president or General Authority?

Then there are the instances when the
prophet gives counsel and some overly-
zealous followers take it to unintended
extremes and the choice of methods
employed to further the cause. This has
been the case with some anti-
pornography and anti-ERA campaigns
spearheaded by local leadership. Devi-
ousness, for some, has been seen as a
necessary tool in the interests of a
"higher good," and the question this
raises in my mind is not an easy one to
resolve. It was debated for years, I know,
by the brothers Niebuhr--both
theologian/historians.     Reinholdt
Niebuhr saw some questionable neces-
sities in life which, nevertheless, he felt
should not be given moral justification.
Richard, his brother, believed that we
simply capitulate to the forces of dark-
ness when we compromise righteous-
ness.

Perhaps the other condition--unique
to the environment in which a Mormon
prophet serves--can provide the key:
the right of all members of the Church
who honor fundamental principles to
have the gift of the Holy Ghost and the
revelation of truth which flows from that
source. And perhaps it is when the gift is
too narrowly conceived that problems
arise. Most of us can bear witness to the
reality of the Spirit in connection with
individual callings, but the obligation to
use it in the wider sphere of Church ac-
tivity may not be appreciated. Years ago I
was faintly surprised to read of Brigham
Young’s concern:

I am more afraid that this people have so
much confidence in their leaders that they
will not inquire for themselves of God
whether they are led by him. I am fearful
they settle down in a state of blind self-
security, trusting their eternal destiny in
the hands of their leaders with a reckless
confidence that in itself would thwart the
purposes of God in their salvation, and
weaken the influence they could give their
leaders, did they know for themselves, by
the revelations of Jesus, that they are led in
the right way (Journal of Discourses 9:150).

Today those words find an answering
echo inside me. Institutions, as Scott
Kenney pointed out last year (Sunstone
5:2), are dependent upon the conscience
of individuals in preserving institutional
morality. Likewise the Church must rely
upon the Holy Spirit working within its
members. If, therefore, I fail to be true to
the responsibility that is inescapably
mine--because of free agency and be-
cause of the gift of the Holy Ghost--then

I fail the institution. If I sacrifice my in-
tegrity to blind obedience maybe I sim-
ply contribute in some small measure to
an erosion of the collective strength of
the Church. Such abdication, too, could
place me in the same position as the
subjects of the Grand Inquisitor in Dos-
toevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. They
were willing to relinquish their free
agency because they thought their lead-
ers would then take from them the bur-
den of conscience. Whether I would, in
fact, escape my conscience is highly de-
batable, but certainly a burden could
well be placed upon those who lead me.

I can recall quite clearly one day when
I was a Primary president in England. I
was driving to a faculty meeting and
suddenly, in a moment of pure revela-
tion it seemed, I was overwhelmed by a
sense of gratitude for the honest input of
my counselors and Primary teachers--
and even for the open, if disconcerting,
responses of the children. This total
awareness of their interest and their con-
tributions in terms of widening my
perspective somehow lessened the load.
Because of their honesty I could see more
clearly what I was doing. A branch Pri-
mary president is a far cry indeed from a
stake president or a General Authority,
but the principle remains the same. We
all need reliable barometers in our time
and place so that we may be more recep-
tive to the promptings of the Spirit.

But now my pathway is clear. When
new challenges arise I can follow the
scripture: "study it out in your mind;
then you must ask me if it be right, and if
it is right I will cause your bosom shall
burn within you; therefore you shall feel
that it is right" (D&C 9:8-9). In following
this advice I may have to be a caring dis-
senter at times when something does not
"feel right" but will have to be especially
aware, too, of my own human frailty,
and keep on praying and keep on heart-
searching, just to be sure. There will be
those occasions too--as there have been
in the past--when I will not understand,
but when the witness inside urges accep-
tance. Then I must go along in faith. And
there will be the moments when I meet
truth face-to-face in joyous or painful
recognition, and then there will be the
sense of wholeness which is healing.

For me at least there can be no other
way without much inner turmoil. I
learned that as an investigator. It was
just such a pathway that enabled me to
become a member of the Church. It is be-
cause of the love I gained for the Savior
and His teachings, and because I cling to
the faith that truth will shine through if
sincerely sought, that I cannot be content
to see "through a glass darkly." There is
still burning within that small flame
which was lit twenty-five years ago
which compels me to go on seeking the
illumination of truth. Without it I may

serve the Lord ill and only add my own
small straws to the prophet’s burden.
But the challenge I face now is two-fold. I
must still seek to "live with God" so that
I may be able to discern between truth
and error but also I must find the courage
to speak up for truth, wherever I may
find it. And that is not always easy
within the church--especially for a
would-be "peacemaker."

IRENE M. BATES is a former stake Relief
Society president in Santa Monica, Califor-
nia. Born in Manchester, England, she
joined the Church in 1955, is married and
the mother of four. She graduated as val-
edictorian of her class at UCLA with a de-
gree in sociology.

A Personal View of a
Prophet’s Highest Priority

Max H. Parkin

IF THE OBJECTIVE of true religion is to
assist men in their mortal advance from
the various spiritual levels in which it
finds them, what is the principal obliga-
tion of a living prophet as he directs the
people he has been chosen to lead? The
duty to help men become disciples of
Christ and--once disciples in
practice--to help them acquire the full
measure of godliness is what I presume
to be the central imperative of a prophet
of God. Speaking about this worthwhile
goal, the Prophet Joseph Smith stated
that it "’is a station to which no man ever
arrived in a moment" (H.C. 2:8). We all
need superlative help to pursue this
noble state effectively. This assistance, I
believe, when insightfully performed
constitutes a prophet’s greatest personal
service to a seeker of righteousness.

To assist men in the ongoing quest for
character perfection is also an under-
taking of the Restored Church. Early in
the Church’s development the Lord in-
formed the Saints that a spiritual renais-
sance was forthcoming wherein "every
man might speak in the name of God,
the Lord, even the Savior of the world"
(D.C. 1:20). This did not only mean that
men would speak with priesthood au-
thority, but from other revelations I take
it also to mean that men would begin to
"speak" by godly living. In their search
to overcome evil, however, even com-
mitted men need much instruction and
good example. Hence, in addition to the
otherwise demanding roles of adminis-
trator, preacher of God’s inevitable
judgments, and enunciator of eternal
verities, prophets serve men best as in-
sightful teachers of how the sanctified
life is achieved and dynamic exemplars
of that life.

Since the effectiveness of a prophet as
a teacher of religious truths is thus deci-
sive, a study of a prophet’s teaching
method may be instructive. As teachers,
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prophets can be grouped in various
ways, but I suggest "prophet-priest"
and "prophet-innovator" as instructive
categories. A prophet-priest is an in-
spired teacher who reaffirms the
theological and m6ral truths of former
times and teaches each upcoming gener-
ation the spiritual wisdom of the past. In
doing so he lends stability and direction
to society~ !n fact, whatever e!se most
prophets do, they are foremost teachers
of ethics and witnesses to previously re-
vealed theological truths. Because of.
limited time, gifts, or interests, some
prophets can do little more than that.
Prophet-priests, therefore, may make
few unique contributions to the body of
theological or moral truth; nevertheless
they stand as consciences for the people,
stabilizing and strengthening the
spiritual fiber of those who hear them.

Other prophets may be inventive
teachers--creative and innovative--as
they introduce new perspectives on ethi-
cal and theological tenets or as they pre-
sent old ones in a more useful or perti-
nent way, perhaps attempting to im-
prove contemporary attitudes and be-
liefs or to bring about a newly revealed
standard of behavior for the people.
Nehemiah’s condemnation of a particu-
lar type of Sabbath breaking is an exam-
ple of innovation, albeit a highly legalis-
tic one. He was opposed to the practice
of Gentile merchants taking their wares
into Jerusalem and selling them there to
Jews on the Sabbath. The inspired
Jewish leader corrected this problem by
proposing the exclusion of Gentiles from
the city on the Holy Day (Nehemiah
13:15-22). Lehi shared his dream of the
Tree of Life and Nephi his many spiritual
struggles with others. Sometimes with a
touch of the iconoclast, these prophets
expanded the horizons of understanding
and obedience.

In our own dispensation, the Prophet
Joseph Smith was a prodigious in-
novator. With his inspired creativity,
Joseph produced the hybrid of Chris-
tianity called Mormonism. While most of
Joseph’s early successors in office were
priestly prophets who reaffirmed his
teachings and integrated them into
Church practice, some were prophet-
innovators; most notable to me are
Brigham Young, Wilford Woodruff,
Joseph F. Smith, and Spencer W. Kim-
ball.

Whether priest or innovator, a
prophet should be an exemplar of righ-
teousness to his people. Though he may
not be perfect or infallible, the prophet is
a practical example of the virtue achieva-
ble in mortality. His good example can be
manifested not only in his lifestyle but
also in the way he teaches. Since he has
arrived at the altar of God, he can teach
others how they too can arrive. In fact, it
is as an exemplary teacher that he can

best ~    1~_mp~oy his role _r _,ut prophet-
innovator. Through the prophet’s
meaningful, honest, and sometimes
courageous self disclosure, men not only
sense that they are walking with one
who has learned how to walk with the
Master, but through the knowledge of
the prophet’s struggle in arriving, men
learn better how to struggle successfully.

Both in the revelations and ir~ the His-
tory of the Church, the Prophet Joseph
Smith spoke freely of his own personal
conflicts. One can identify with the sense
of futility that brought him to his knees
in 1823. (Joseph’s editors, though with
good reason, have reduced the vividness
of his confession and thereby weakened
its impact. Compare Joseph Smith
2:28-29 with T. & S. 3:749.) Observe also
the piercing words of the Lord’s rebuke
to Joseph in 1828: "Yet you should have
been faithful... [for] thou art Joseph"
(D&C 3:8-9). In 1831 the Lord again says
that Joseph "has sinned" (D&C 64:7) but
condemns Ezra Booth for the greater sin
of not accepting Joseph’s attempts at re-
conciliation (See Booth’s seventh letter).
These candid reflections strengthen the
impact of Joseph’s struggle for self mas-
tery. The same kind of candor is present
in President Kimball’s recent biography.
Some who have read it have said to me,
"It is strengthening and inspiring to
know that the prophet has struggled
with my kind of doubts and weaknesses
and has overcome them."

By helping men at different levels of
preparedness, prophets lead men to
Christ. It is in this that Elder Boyd K.
Packer’s dictum to "follow the brethren"
seems to possess its most vital applica-
tion. For by following the principles
taught by the prophets and their chief
supportive officers, past and present, a
spiritual metamorphosis commences.
The courageous help of the prophets can
nudge men forward to personal rev-
elation and divine affirmation of the
truths taught by the prophets. Here then
is man’s final confidence, his ultimate
trust, as President Harold B. Lee stated a
few weeks before his death: it is in "God
alone." And in partaking of the truth
from its source, man’s loyalty to the
prophet is made more certain, for as
Truman Madsen has stated, "It takes a
prophet to know one.’"
MAX PARKIN received his PhD from Brigham
Young University in Religious Philosophy. He
is presently an instructor and Director of Even-
ing Classes at the University of Utah LDS
Institute.

Some Musings on
Prophetic Responsibility

Arthur R. Bassett
ON ONE OCCASION the Prophet
Joseph was asked by a group of promi-

nent state officials about his idea of the
role of a prophet. He responded by
quoting from the Apostle John: "the tes-
timony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy"
(Rev. 19:10). I have always felt that this
implies that the role of a prophet, i.e. one
who has the spirit of prophecy, is some-
how tied up with the responsibility of
helping to bring all of us to this tes-
timony of jesus.

I would suggest that there are two
steps to this process. One involves
bringing mankind to the recognition of
the divine role of the Savior, viz. that we
accept Jesus literally as the Christ. In this
sense one gains a testimony of the man,
Jesus.

The second implication is that one
comes to have a testimony akin to that of
Jesus, i.e. that he comes to embrace a
system of values embraced by the Savior
and brings his life into an accord with
those beliefs. In this sense one gains a
testimony of Chris tlike principles.

This would imply that the major role of
a prophet is to be a special witness of the
Savior and of his way of life, a point em-
phasized in the calling of an apostle out-
lined in the Doctrine and Covenants
(D&C 107:23). It also helps to explain
why Jesus said that John the Baptist was
a great prophet although John was not
known to foretell the future (other than
the coming of the Master), a phenome-
non commonly associated in the minds
of many with the word prophecy (Matt.
11:11). The importance of a testimony of
Christ was emphasized by a modern
apostle, Bruce R. McConkie, in an ad-
dress to a fourteen stake fireside at BYU
last June: "Our goal in this life should be
to gain the mind of Christ, to believe
what he believes, to think what he
thinks, to say what he says, to do what
he does and to be as he is."

A prophet becomes a spokesman for
Christ to the world in which he lives. The
responsibility is awesome and obviously
requires spiritual exertion. Though all of
the Council of the Twelve and First
Presidency are sustained as prophets,
the president of the Church as the pres-
iding high priest has additional respon-
sibilities in this respect. Only he can
speak ultimately as the Lord’s spokes-
man for the Church. President J. Reuben
Clark stated:

There are many places where the scrip-
tures are not too clear, and where differ-
ent interpretations may be given to
them; there are many doctrines, tenets as
the Lord called them, that have not been
officially defined and declared. It is in the
consideration and discussion of these
scriptures and doctrines that oppor-
tunities arise for differences of views as
to meanings and extent. In view of the
fundamental principle just announced
as to the position of the President of the
Church, other bearers of the Priesthood,
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those with the special endowment [other
General Authorities] and those without
it, should be cautious in their expres-
sions about and interpretations of scrip-
tures and doctrines. They must act and
teach subject to the over-all power and
authority of the President of the Church.
It would be most unfortunate were this
not always strictly observed by the bear-
ers of this special spiritual endowment,
other than the President. Sometimes in
the past they have spoken "out of turn,"
so to speak ....
When any man, except the President of

the Church, undertakes to proclaim one
unsettled doctrine, as among two or
more doctrines in dispute, as the settled
doctrine of the Church, we may know
that he is not "moved upon by the Holy
Ghost," unless he is acting under the di-
rection and by the authority of the Presi-
dent.
Of these things we may have a confi-

dent assurance without chance for doubt
or quibbling. ("When are the Writings or
Sermons of Church Leaders Entitled to
the Claim of Scripture?" Talk given at
Brigham Young University, July 7, 1954,
pp. 10, 17.)

President Harold B. Lee seemed to
agree:

It is not to be thought that every word
spoken by the General Authorities is in-
spired, or that they are moved upon by
the Holy Ghost in everything they read
or write. Now you keep that in mind. I
don’t care what his position is, if he
writes something or speaks something
that goes beyond anything that you can
find in the standard church works, un-
less that one be the prophet, seer and
revelator--please note that one
exception--you may immediately say,
"Well, that is his own idea." (The Place of
the Living Prophet, Seer, and Revelator, p.
14.)

Joseph Smith also alluded to the diffi-
culty of that awesome role as God’s
mouthpiece when he pointed out to a
visiting couple from Michigan that "a
prophet was a prophet only when he
was acting as such" (DHC V:265) and
that a prophet has passions like other
men (DHC Ih302). Occasionally (these
incidents are extremely rare in my opin-
ion) "even the President of the Church in
his teaching and preaching has not been
’moved upon by the Holy Ghost’ "
(Clark, op. cit., p. 10). Such a case ap-
pears to have been the so-called "To-
ronto Journey Incident" (see DHC
I:164-165), if one accepts David
Whitmer’s story of Oliver Cowdery’s
and Hiram Page’s journey to Toronto,
Canada, and their failure to obtain the
desired copyright for the Book of Mor-
mon in that city.

From these statements by those who
have been close to a prophet, it appears
evident that the prophet is not simply a
megaphone through whom the Lord
speaks but rather a sensitive instrument
that must be as nearly perfectly in tune as

possible. The task is obviously not an
easy one, but rather one that requires
constant stretching and exertion on the
part of the prophet as he attempts to
mov(~ beyond the borders of human un-
derstanding to receive and communicate
the will of the Lord. He deserves and
needs the faith and prayers of the Saints
in his behalf.

Moses, in a moment of frustration,
poured out the feelings of his
heart: "Would God that all the Lord’s
people were prophets, and that the Lord
would put his spirit upon them" (Num.
11:24-29). It seems that this is a definite
possibility in at least one sense~all the
Lord’s people could have (and should
have) the spirit of prophecy or a tes-
timony of Jesus in both senses men-
tioned above--believing in him and

address myself to the thesis that,
theologically and ecclesiastically, what
Elder Benson omitted or deemphasized
in his remarks is at least as significant--
and provocative--as what he explicitly
and emphatically stated, and that, simi-
larly, the context of the address is as im-
portant as the text.

First, conspicuous by its absence from
Elder Benson’s fourteen categorical
statements concerning the role and func-
tion of prophets or the accompanying
explanatory and anecdotal commentary
is any allusion to the gift of prophecy.
After all, one of the earliest, and most
unequivocal descriptions of what
prophets do occurs in the Deuteronomy
18:22 where we read simply that "a
prophet utters prophecies which come
true." The same point has been reiter-

The role of theprophet is to be a special
witness of the Savfor and of his way of life.
sharing his testimony concerning the
things that make life meaningful. That is,
as Elder McConkie has stated, the goal of
the church membership--and also of the
Prophet of God.
ARTHUR R. BASSETT received his PhD in
humanities at Syracuse University. He is
currently an associate professor of
humanities at BYU.

The Prophetic Quandary
Richard J. Cummings

ELDER EZRA TAFT BENSON’S BYU
Devotional Assembly Address of Feb-
ruary 26, 1980, on "Fourteen Fundamen-
tals on Following the Prophet" has cer-
tainly done more to focus attention on
the role of the prophet than anything
that has occurred since the announce-
ment on June 9, 1978, of the revelation
that blacks could receive the priesthood.
Others have already discussed the politi-
cal and ethical implications of Elder Ben-
son’s speech. Therefore I would like to

ated by Elder Bruce R. McCorikie who
states in hisMormon Doctrine (p. 605) that
"prophets in all ages.., have taken fre-
quent occasion to foretell the future."
This in turn raises a question which I
shall not attempt to answer in full but
which at least deserves to be asked: Is
the ability to prophecy, i.e. foretell the
future, still a part of the modern-day
prophetic calling? Joseph Smith went on
record with predictions ranging in accu-
racy from the remarkable foretelling of
the advent and spread of the Civil War in
Section 87 of the Doctrine and Coven-
ants to the unfulfilled prophecy set forth
in Section 111.

Brigham Young made several at-
tempts to foretell future happenings, but
unfortunately the turn of events did not
always bear them out. One such una-
vailing prophecy was enunciated in
1856, when President Young stated that
"twenty-six years will not pass away be-
fore the Elders of this Church will be as
much thought of as the kings on their
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thrones" (JD 4:40). This prediction was
hardly borne out in 1882 when congres-
sional approval of the Edmunds Act
highlighted one of the most devastating
periods in the history of the Church.
Perhaps a painful awareness of the risks
inherent in exercising the spirit of
prophecy led Brigham Young to observe
in 1869 that "many persons have
prophesied without having any Priest-
hood on them at all. It is no particular
revelation or gift for a person to proph-
esy .... To be a prophet is simply to be a
foreteller of future events, but an Apos-
tle of the Lord Jesus Christ has the keys
of the Holy Priesthood..." (JD 13:144).
In any event, prophecy thereafter be-
came less frequent and, when it did
occur, much more general and therefore
less subject to verification. Indeed,
prophetic utterances by Church au-
thorities have in the intervening years
been restricted almost entirely to general
warnings about the imminence of the
Second Coming.

Second, as his sixth fundamental,
Elder Benson states that "the Prophet
does not have to say ’Thus saith the
Lord’ to give us scripture" and thus
deemphasizes one of the previously
acknowledged signs of prophetic
authority--speaking directly in the deific
first-person singular. All of the Old Tes-
tament prophets used this form, and so
did Joseph Smith in eighty-seven per-
cent of the revelations he received as set
forth in the Doctrine and Covenants--
116 of the first 134 sections to be exact.

Elder Benson’s summary statement
indirectly suggests two crucial questions
about deific first-person pronounce-
ments: When was the last revelation ut-
tered in the name of the Lord? Why has
there been no such revelation in the
meantime? In response to the first ques-
tion, it can be noted that the last official
first-person revelation was received by
Brigham Young in January 1847 at
Winter Quarters and provided a plan of
organization for the migration to the
West. The last known unofficial revela-
tion prefaced by "Thus saith the Lord"
was given to President Wilford Wood-
ruff on November 24, 1889, in response
to his prayerful entreaty for enlighten-
ment in the wake of requests from attor-
neys to make concessions in court con-
cerning polygamy. Providing an answer
to the second question is much more
challenging. The official position of the
Church is that there has been no need in
the intervening years for the Lord to
speak in the first-person singular. The
Fundamentalists, on the other hand, as-
sert that LDS leaders have not spoken
with divine authority for the past ninety
years because the heavens were closed
when polygamy was abandoned. Others
may wonder whether there has been a
loss of prophetic nerve since 1889 or

whether Joseph Smith was overstepping
the bounds in letting the Lord speak so
directly in nearly ninety percent of his
published revelations.

Since the case can be made that such
changes in form and format are simply
an accommodation to the modern
temper, I am not arguing that they indi-
cate a diminution in divine inspiration or
prophetic authority. Still, I am con-
cerned with what seems to me an impor-
tant inconsistency. Members are
exhorted to accept as scripture every ut-
terance of the living prophet and to give
greater credence to such utterances than
to pronouncements of past prophets. Yet
to my mind such expressions for nearly a
century have lacked two of the hallmarks
of the "foretelling/forthtelling" function
by which true prophets of God have
been identified since time immemorial.
After all, Joseph Smith himself insisted
that a prophet is a prophet only when he
is acting as such (DHC 5:265), and that
should be true for live prophets as well as
dead ones.

This brings me to my third and final
point--the context of Elder Benson’s ad-
dress on the prophets. I understand that
Elder Benson changed the subject of his
talk at the last minute, releasing to the
press a copy of the address on the four-
teen fundamentals just before delivering
it at BYU on February 26. Interestingly,
this abrupt change occurred two days
after a full-page advertisement appeared
in the Salt Lake Tribune (February 24,
1980) describing Jerald and Sandra Tan-
ner’s The Changing World of Mormonism, a
book claiming to denounce the fallacies
of Mormonism. The Tanners’ ad drew at-
tention to changes in the Church’s posi-
tion on such matters as polygamy and
the granting of the priesthood to blacks
and thereby questioned the consistency
of the prophetic leadership of the
Church. For me Elder Benson’s speech
reads very much like an impassioned re-
sponse to the charge of prophetic incon-
sistency. He dismisses the issue of con-
flicting past and present policies by dec-
laring that the words of living prophets
supplant or make moot the directives of
past prophets.

I am disturbed by such statements
which seem to diminish the memory of
the Prophet Joseph Smith, especially in
this the sesquicentennial of the founding
of the Restored Church. However, I am
encouraged that the statements were
neither uttered nor condoned by Presi-
dent Kimball whose unassuming and
even handed sense of prophetic calling
has always been reassuring to me. I am
also heartened by another thought. Sev-
eral Church leaders in the past--notably
President Joseph F. Smith and his son
President Joseph Fielding Smith, who as
apostles with a deeply felt sense of per-
sonal mission restricted themselves to a

narrow range of issues--eventually re-
vealed a remarkable measure of mag-
nanimous balance and breadth after as-
suming the mantle of the prophet. As
Paul makes clear in I Cor. 12:10 and
14:39, every faithful member shares in
the prophetic spirit and is, as Elder Bruce
R. McConkie so aptly states, "a prophet
as pertaining to his own affairs" (Mor-
mon Doctrine, p. 606), thereby provid-
ing a system of prophetic checks and ba-
lances which preserves the dignity of the
office of prophet without doing violence
to the sense of individual identity and
personal initiative which is the birthright
of every member of the Church.
RICHARD J. CUMMINGS is professor of
languages and director of the Honors Pro-
gram at the University of Utah. He received
his PhD in French and humanities from
Stanford University.

The Role of a Prophet
and the Search for Truth

Gerald E. Jones
A PROPHET PROVIDES answers to
questions which arise in humanity’s
search for truth. I will attempt to explore
the prophetic process as it relates to three
approaches to truth--rationalism, em-
piricism, and mysticism.

While some people are skeptical of
one, two, or all three methods, there are
some who rely on one method entirely. It
is common, however, for people to use a
combination of all three aspects with
emphasis on one. A model to help us
understand the relationship of these
three approaches is drawn from the
well-known Venn diagrams (figure 1).Figure 1.~~:~.~

The empirical approach relies on the
five senses. A true empiricist insists a
person must see, taste, feel, h6ar, or
smell a given event to believe it. Since we
can be deceived by our senses, some re-
ject this method. Some idealists, such as
the Platonists, Hindus, and Christian
Scientists tend to deny the material
world and question the ultimate validity
of the experiences of the senses.

Some rationalists reject the reality of
an externa!, materia! world. They con-
tend that only the mind can give true
knowledge. For many people reason and
logic are the ultimate tests of truth.
Mathematics, for example, is based on a
rational foundation. Opponents of the
rationalists’ view point out that if there is
a flaw in the premise, then the logic may
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The true prophet is known by his fruits.
Revelation can be verified by rational
and empirical as well as spiritual tests.

be "true" but not reflect reality.
Some religious individuals rely on a

non-human extra-sensory approach to
truth. This mystical experience is by
definition ineffable, non-empirical, and
non-rational. The term mysticism may
have negative connotations for many.
But even though we substitute terms
such as intuition, spiritualism, or revela-
tion, we are still referring to the supra-
rational or supra-sensory ways of
knowing.

What about the prophets? My thesis is
that a prophet uses all three modes of ar-
riving at truth and that mystical revela-
tion is not the exclusive avenue to truth.
Though revelation may be primary, a
prophet may frequently use reason or
empirical means to either explain, sup-
port, or even call forth revelation. Thus,
one of the problems raised by rationalists
and empiricists is premature. They feel
that mysticism is not consistent and that
the recipients frequently contradict other
claimants to revelation. For Mormons
the true prophet is known by his fruits.
Revelation from the prophet can be ver-
ified by rational and empirical as well as
spiritual tests.

Reason is a valid process for arriving at
truth. Most missionary effort is done by
showing the logic and rationality of the
"marvelous work and a wonder." The
Lord invited Isaiah to "come let us rea-
son together." We are told that a true
prophet is to be consistent with the scrip-
tures. A classic volume entitled A Ra-
tional Theology was written by John A.
Widtsoe to emphasize the rational ap-
proach to the gospel. Frequently we are
told that the Lord leaves the solving of
many problems to his children. Only
when they exhaust their human re-
sources and are still unable to find a true
conclusion will the answer come in a
revelatory way.

In many instances the solutions to
problems are arrived at by reason with-
out need of further verification. Such
mundane decisions as what to eat for
lunch or what book to read, may be ra-
tionally determined. We are frequently
exhorted to "study it out in your mind"
(D&C 9:8) and then seek a confirming as-
surance that our reasoning is correct. It
has been suggested that President Kim-
ball had difficulty finding a rational way
to resolve the conflict between taking the
gospel and temple work to all the world
and the denial of the priesthood to the
blacks. In seeking to solve this dilemma,
the answer was given that one of the

premises needed to be changed. The re-
sulting revelation is a position that is true
as far as the Lord’s current program is
concerned, and is also rationally consis-
tent.

Empiricism is often used as the ap-
proach to gospel truths. We are told to
"do it" and thus gain a testimony of any
prindple. The Word of Wisdom is sup-
ported by considerable empirical evi-
dence. We are admonished to pay our ti-
thing in order to obtain a testimony of its
truthfulness. Likewise, if we pray and
study about problems, results will follow
by obedience to the law of prayer, study,
and personal preparation (D&C
130:20-21). Church News editorials fre-
quently utilize results of scientific inves-
tigations to support gospel principles.

Returning to our Venn diagrams, it
seems that some things may appear to be
true only if approached in one way,
whether mystical, rational, or empirical
(figure 2). But when checked by another
method these things are shown to fail the
test. Ultimately, if not immediately,
what is really true can be verified by all
three methods. If this is not possible, we
rely on faith, hopefully supported by one
or more of the epistemological ap-
proaches.

Figure 2.

The predominant religious view in the
world denies the empirical world and re-
lies on reason and mysticism. Most Hin-
dus, Buddhists, and Jains, for example,
as well as Christian Scientists believe this
world is illusory. Because the Christian
Scientist denies the reality of the material
world, he rejects medical doctors and
questions sensory experience. Such
idealist views are also found in certain
monastic orders. Much of the current
denial of materialism in the Western
world is based on the reasoning of the
Greek Platonists, well articulated in
Plato’s famous description of the Cave.

Another approach tends to deny the
rational world and to accept empirical
and mystical approaches. This is found
in some Protestant faiths such as the
Amish. Anti-rational arguments are
used among those who feel trust in

man’s mind and reason will destroy faith
in God. Kierkegaard felt that the more ir-
rational or paradoxical a religious prop-
osition was, the truer it was likely to be.
The Zen koans attempted to rid man of
his reliance on reason by asking irra-
tional questions.

The approach that tends to deny the
mystical or revelatory experience but to
rely on reason and empiricism can be
found in such philosophies as
humanism, communism, and the scien-
tific approach. The Unitarians, de-
mythologizers, and so called higher cri-
tics of the Bible also tend to deny super-
natural or revelatory intuition.

Figure 3.

We recognize that in each position
there are weaknesses as well as
strengths. Within the Church we may
also find people relying on these same
approaches. Some are of a rational bent,
some empirical, and others mystical.
There is a place for all. In the center we
should all agree, but on the periphery we
may see things quite differently and thus
tend to be critical of one another.

The calling of the Prophet is to point
out that which is true to all and to verify
and implement the truth by all three
means. To some this emphasis may ap-
pear to be solely revelatory. To those
who do not understand the revelatory
process, the Prophet’s approach may
seem to come from a strictly empirical
origin (many accuse the Mormons of
being materialistic), or from a rational
approach. Some expect the prophetic
calling to frequently go counter to reason
and logic. Others anticipate strictly
pragmatic solutions to the problems of
the world. All may be correct to a degree
for the Prophet’s declaration may rely on
all approaches. I feel it would be danger-
ous to limit our views of the prophetic
calling. Mortals are to seek after truth
and choose ~.~od from evil by those
methods which best suit the problems.
The Lord may operate in his own way,
and it is foolish for us to attempt to set
limits to his efforts.

GERALD E. JONES is director of the LDS
Institute at Berkeley.
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