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Oahes's scholarship and conclusions 
are not above criticism. Nevertheless, 

he raises sign$icant questions for 

believing and thinking people. This 

fascinating study is worthy reading. 

w HAT MAKES A prophet? What 
attracts followers to a prophet? 
These are two compelling ques- 

tions Len Oakes presents in Prophetic 
Charisma. Seeds for the book were planted 
during the eleven years that Oakes partici- 
pated in a New Zealand charismatic com- 
munal group, during which time he began 
studylng charisma and its functions. His 
studies eventually led to a Ph.D. in psy- 
chology which, with his personal experience, 
gives Oakes a unique understanding of life 
and leadership in a small, growing religous 
movement. The result is a fascinating theory 
that draws from psychoanalysis, psychology, 
and sociology and includes supporting evi- 
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dence from current and historical prophets 
such as Joseph Smith. 

Oakes suggests that leadership in a new 
religous movement hinges on charisma-a 
grandiose and magnetic self-confidence that 
attracts others. But charisma itself includes 
several traits: self-confidence combined with 
a sense of vision and inspirational rhetoric; it 
shows itself through such a keen sensitivity 
to others' needs that it may be manipulative. 
An earthy, unrefined quality, charisma com- 
bines childlike playfulness and accessibility 
with a sense of distance. Indeed, Oakes 
asked the prophetic leaders in his research to 
comment on Joseph Smith's statement that 
"You never knew my heart; no man knows 
my history I cannot tell it. . . . [I]f I had not 
experienced what I have I should not have 
known it myself." The responses suggest that 
charismatic prophets are approachable, but 

not completely understood (149). 
Case studies and interviews with twenty 

leaders of new religous movements, and 137 
of their followers, led Oakes to conclude that 
prophetic personality is rooted in narcissism. 
Begnning with excessive praise and adora- 
tion the child receives from parents or other 
influential adults, narcissism develops into 
the core of the prophet's personality Even 
empathy is founded in narcissism because 
the prophet can meet his or her own needs 
by sensing what others need. 

To the extent that prophets are mentally 
ill, Oakes believes narcissism to be one cause. 
Narcissism places the prophet at the center of 
a world that exists for the prophet's pleasure. 
This unusual, self-focused world promotes 
insanity It also demands a high degree of cre- 
ativity Hence, Oakes agrees with Lany 
Foster, a Mormon historian, that Joseph 
Smith suffered from manic depression, 
which contributed to Smith's high degree of 
creativity.' 

The second phase in prophetic develop- 
ment is incubation. Herein, the prophet-to- 
be realizes that she is different from others, 
and develops a "myth of calling" to make this 
difference consistent with her narcissistic 
personality While she does so, conflict with 
authorities occurs because of the great effort 
spent on acting consistently with the per- 
ceived calling. Success at this stage is mea- 
sured by gaining recognition from the world, 
which the prophet interprets as confirmation 
of her special understanding of reality, with 
herself at the center. 

Awakening, the third stage, features the 
prophet's receiving the call. Sometimes this 
comes in a classic mystical experience, and 
the case studies that illustrate the mystical 
experiences are reminiscent of those in 
William James's classic The Varieties of 
Religious Experience. The awakening may also 
come more gradually, through the individu- 
al's concerted effort to achieve it. 

After receiving the call, the prophet is 
ready for the fourth stage, mission. During 
mission, the leader becomes more involved 
with others in an effort to achieve her life's 
work and to help others in the process. The 
leader succeeds by focusing on followers, by 
addressing practical aspects of their situation. 
By helping followers, the leader maintains 
power and resources. 

Because the mission phase forms the bulk 
of the prophet's life and work, Oakes de- 
scribes several aspects of it, including the role 
of followers. According to the psychometric 
tests Oakes administered, followers are basi- 
cally normal people who meet the prophet at 
a transitional time in their lives. This idea is 
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consistent with other research on new reli- 
gous movements. According to Oakes's in- 
terviews, what makes followers different 
from the rest of the population, is faith that 
leads them to the prophet, whom they trust 
with their hopes and secrets. They also show 
courage in living their convictions, and they 
view "the prophet as the embodiment of their 
ultimate concerns" (128). In this way, leader 
and follower use each other to meet comple- 
mentary needs. 

The prophet demonstrates charismatic 
power by developing rituals for the group. 
Rtuals are avenues for the leader's creativity 
to bloom, resulting in occasions when all 
eyes focus on the charismatic leader. "Rituals 
in a charismatic community may be much 
more intense than elsewhere because the 
leader's aim is to realize a new revelation 
rather than merely restate earlier reve- 
lations" (145). Rtuals thus meet the 
needs of the religious community, 
which seeks new evidence of God's 
love, and at the same time satisfy the 
narcissistic leader's needs for attention. 

The distinction between messianic 
and charismatic prophets becomes 
pronounced in the fifth and final stage. 
Messianic prophets are more stable 
than are charismatic prophets, who 
often conflict with society and legal au- 
thorities. The messianic prophet claims 
to be God's spokesperson and admits 
that mistakes result from imperfections 
in the messenger. The charismatic 
prophet, in contrast, is more likely to 
claim to be God. Because of the greater 
number of conflicts, heightened insta- 
bility, and grandiose claims, the charis- 
matic prophet is more likely than the 
messianic prophet to meet a sudden or 
violent end. 

P ERHAPS the biggest weakness 
in Oakes's study is research 
methods. Oakes used several 

different kinds of data in his study, 
hoping each information type would 
generate similar results. Unfortunately, 
they didn't. Differences might result 
from a problem with Oakes's theory, or 
they might reveal a bias in his data. 
And in studies of personality that in- 
volve using small numbers of individ- 
uals, as in the case of the twenty 
leaders, it is difficult to demonstrate re- 
liable statistical effects. Still, Prophetic 
Charisma collects information from 
more prophets than have most studies 

strongly for this problem. 
Another weakness in the book is little dis- 

cussion of what happens when leadership 
changes hands. Do leadership roles seem to 
demand less charisma when the organization 
has existed for years or generations? These 
questions occur quite naturally when one 
reads Prophetic Charisma, and I wish Oakes 
had addressed them. Although the groups 
Oakes studied were new religious move- 
ments and had experienced little if any 
change in leadership, he could have used his- 
torical examples to illustrate these questions, 
as he does throughout the book. Research on 
leadership in other contexts would suggest, 
for example, that as an organization changes 
from a new religious movement to a more 
culturally entrenched church, the need for 
charismatic leadership declines. Bureaucracy 

and momentum may help maintain the orga- 
nization once it has become established as 
part of the culture. So a lesser level of 
charisma may maintain an optimal level of 
satisfaction with the organization. In dif- 
ferent periods of LDS church history, great 
differences appear in the charisma of Church 
leaders. For example, contrast the early and 
later phases of ApostleRrophet Ezra Taft 
Benson's tenure, when health limited his 
public appearances and invoivement in daily 
Church administration. Considering the ef- 
fects of age on physical and mental abilities, 
we might conclude that in an organization 
such as the LDS church, a charismatic 
prophet quite commonly becomes messianic. 
Surely Oakes has considered these possibili- 
ties; unfortunately, he does not share his 
thoughts on them. 

of new religous movements, and 
Oakes should not be faulted too "We do pretty well when you stop to think that people are basically good. " 

PAGE 72 

- .  

MARCH 1999 

- -- 



S U N S T O N E  

Although Oakes does not discuss current 
LDS prophets, Mormon readers will likely 
find similarities. For example, followers 
pass through a stage of "testing" that demon- 
strates commitment to the group and leader. 
People at this stage often make extreme 
promises, including sacrificing life itself to 
help the cause or leader. Oakes's descriptions 
reflect the zeal in many missionary zone 
conferences. 

Oakes mentions Joseph Smith several 
times to illustrate points common to charis- 
matic prophets. He characterizes Smith as a 
manic depressive (67) whose deepest mes- 
sage is that we can never understand the 
heart and motivation of a prophet. Joseph 
Smith's grandiose and narcissistic self-con- 
cept placed him "on a collision course with 
reality" and prompted him to form his own 
"private army" (178). Narcissism enables the 
Prophet to master "the big lie," and the 
Prophet's ability to tell and believe his own 
lies underscores the story of the golden 
plates. Charismatic prophets inevitably con- 
flict with authority, and Oakes sees 
polygamy as Smith's "destructive doctrine" 
that created enemies, overshadowed the 
good Smith performed, and ultimately 
caused his death. 

To clarify doubt about his view of 
prophets, Oakes ends by speaking plainly 
about Christ, Christianity's most charismatic 
prophet. "When we come to know [the 
leader] as he really is, unfiltered by our su- 
perstitions and sentiment, we realize that 
within every great truth there is a great lie, 
that beside every virtue is a vice, beneath 
order lies chaos, and at the core of our no- 
blest ideals lies a temble delusion: that much 
of what we call "truth is just a defense 
against the unknown . To discover that one's 
culture has been built upon an illusion is not 
pleasant, but could it have been any other 
way?" (195). 

This book is a thought-provoking de- 
scription of religious leaders and followers. It 
also is the story of a man who lost his faith 
when he saw his prophet as a narcissist 
whose self-centered world caught others in 
its grip. While people may criticize Oakes's 
research or tinker with the stages that make 
up his theory, they must also credit Oakes for 
baring questions in the minds of believing 
and thinking people. This fascinating study 
is well worth reading. Ef 

NOTES 

1. Foster, L. (1992). "The Psychology of Rehgous Genius 
Joseph Smith and the Ongins of New Rehgous Movements " 
Paper presented to the annual meetlng of the Mormon History 
Assoaation. Samnt George, Utah, May 16 

CARNIVAL WOLVES 
by Peter Rock 
Anchor, 1998 

275 pages, $12.95 

Reviewed by Brian Evenson 

THOSE WHO enjoyed 
This Is the Place will find 
much to admire in 
former Utahn Peter 
Rock's second novel, 
Carnival Wolves. In it, 
Rock continues to 
prove himself an able 
raconteur, especially in 
describing particular 

places. 
On one level, Carnival Wolves is the story 

of Alan Johnson, an ex-security guard who 
first saves then steals a dog and then travels 
on foot with it from New York through 
California, with stops in Wisconsin, 
Montana, Utah (the dog is lost here), and 
Nevada. In fifteen chapters (five sections of 
three chapters each) he meets an assortment 
of marginalized individuals and groups, 
rangng from a somewhat demented taxider- 
mist to a Montana doomsday group, finally 
making his way closer to a settled life, a 
better self-understanding, and a resulting 
connectedness to others. 

This is not merely Alan's story, though. In 
some chapters he appears only as a minor 
character or not at all. Such chapters are in- 
stead focused on other people-modem-day 
polygamists, for instance, or a gr l  injured in 
a trampoline accident, or a drug-runner. 
Only five of the fifteen chapters are told in 
Alan's voice; the other ten are in third 
person-vignettes of lives particular to a 
given state. 

Carnival Wolves serves as a sort of off-the- 
beaten-track travelogue. Much of its pleasure 
comes in the way it constructs images of cer- 
tain places in conjunction with their people. 
The writing is vivid and beautiful, slender 
without being minimal, often reminiscent of 
Richard Ford (thematic echoes from The 
Ultimate Good Luck in particular appear) and 
Tobias Wolff. Rock manages to overlay 
simple situations with a great deal of tension 
and quiet darkness, and at moments, the nar- 
rative is genuinely captivating. 

Of particular interest to Sunstone readers, 
the section set in Utah, entitled "The Beehive 
State," deals with polygamy from the per- 
spective of a first wife and a newer younger 
wife attempting to escape it (chapters "Night" 
and "Rescues"). In his discussions of 
polygamy, Rock captures the difficulty facing 

someone who wants to escape. On a lighter 
note, Rock also takes the reader to Salt Lake's 
Hogle Zoo and to the stuffed and displayed 
Shasta the Liger. 

Possible reservations about the book are 
in the contrasting impulses behind the narra- 
tive organization. The loosely arranged nar- 
rative wants to spread out and hold together 
at the same time; Rock can't quite seem to 
chose between postmodem dispersal and the 
modem desire to reincorporate fragments 
into a new whole. The chapters in thrd 
person sometimes have direct and carefully 
drawn connections to one another; at other 
times, the connections are more associative. 
Rock allows Alan sometimes to vanish (as in 
Stephen Wright's Going Native), while at 
other times, he presents him as a main char- 
acter. So, we see Alan little enough that his 
personal changes seem jerky and sometimes 
undeveloped. The novel would be stronger if 
Alan appeared either more or less frequently 

If this contrast leaves the larger structure 
of the book unresolved, the individual chap- 
ters are all first-rate. Rock has produced an 
eminently readable book that sensitively ex- 
plores varied states of being. With two strong 
books, Rock seems here to stay V 
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GRAND 
The Grand Teton 
punctures the dawn, 
snow summit bleeding 
like nature opening her shirt, 
announces Spring 

to the lone moose, 
belly-deep in an emerald pond, 
trapped in the rings of her driblets, and 
to the elk moseylng 
like land hippos 
across the willow flats. 

-GERALD R. WHEELER 
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