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And while the social responsibility of engineers is
frequently discussed among my classmates, the
conversation tends to focus more on the need to
work according to personal values than on the
origin and nature of those values.

Yet while I can’t claim that religion has drained
much of my mental energy at the computer ter-
minal or drafting board, I do think that engineer-
ing design provides some instructive parallels to
religion. Consider, for example, the relationship
of these disciplines to the nature of truth. While I
might hear a student mutter "that’s true" in
response to a professor’s statement in class, any
discussion of truth is conspicuously absent from
commentary on engineering design. Generally, a
good design is simply one that works. Even
though machines do have aesthetic qualities, de-
signers evaluate their performance by putting a
machine to the test, by flipping the switch to turn
it on. Engineers recognize that our understand-
ing of the universe is limited, that our mathemati-
cal models of reality are simplifications, and that
a perfect model of the cosmos is probably un-
attainable. In .spite of these limitations, the
machine gets turned on, and the only relevant
question is whether or not the device satisfies
the needs of society and utilizes the designer’s
best available interpretation of reality.

This approach to design can have interesting
implications when applied to religion. Like engi-
neering, Mormonism, in my opinion, is not based
on a very complete understanding of the uni-
verse; nor do I think it can be. The Church
changes as it tries to incorporate new insights
into the nature of humanity, or in trying to meet
new human needs arising from a changing world.
I think to say that Mormonism is or is not true is
as meaningful as saying that a machine is or
is not true. The only relevant question is how
well our grasp of the universe has been applied to
the needs and desires of humanity.

There is another way in which engineering
design provides a meaningful metaphor for reli-
gion. In my experience and study, design is the
process of providing a solution to the needs and
wants of society based on the designer’s compre-
hension of reality. Without both a need and some
correct interpretation of the world around them,
designers do not have a design. Interestingly,
these two elements enjoy an almost symbiotic
relationship: human needs lead designers to try
to understand more of the universe, and a
greater awareness of the universe can multiply
human needs.

There are numerous examples of this principle
from the complex machine with which most of us
are best acquainted, the automobile. In this case,
it is unclear whether the need or the technology
came first. In the early 1970s, however, the need
for small, energy-efficient vehicles preceded the
automobile designer’s perception of the universe
that would allow for that technology--the need
elicited the technology. But in the 80s, the avail-

able microprocessor technology of voice synthe-
sis gave rise to the driver’s need to hear a vocal
warning of an unfastened seatbelt or of low oil
pressure--the technology created the need.

This relationship also seems to exist in our
religion, which, in a sense, is very much a product
of design. Religion is intended to fulfill human
needs and desires and is clearly based on a particu-
lar world view. In Mormonism, as in the case of
the fuel-efficient car, the growing need and
desire of members to see changes in priesthood
policy led to a broader comprehension of the
universe that allowed change. Conversely, as in
the case of microprocessor-based voice synthe-
sis, Joseph Smith’s distinctly Mormon perception
that vicarious ordinances must be performed for
the dead stimulated a new need and desire in
members to build temples and perform temple
work.

From my perspective as an engineer involved
in the daily struggle to interpret reality and to
match that interpretation with a problem at
hand, I have strong feelings about our religious
responsibility to the designer(s) of our dynamic
religion. In engineering, few problems are more
difficult than either not understanding the client’s
needs or having a client who cannot accept inno-
vation. Similarly, in Mormonism we are the
"clients" of our religion; we are the reason the
Church exists. As members, it is important that
our human needs are felt and matched with the
best available understanding of the universe.
This is really a two-part process: new doctrines
and principles should stir us to change our lives,
and Our changing circumstances should foster
new doctrines and principles. We need to respond
to an expanding world view, to be open to
change. And we have the resonsibility to help
that world view grow by making our developing
needs and desires felt.

As the American automobile industry learned
during the OPEC oil embargoes, a major indus-
try’s response-time to changing consumer needs
is very long (three or four years in this case). The
retooling that takes place in an automobile plant
is trivial compared to the changes that are
required in a religious institution when new
understanding or new needs are perceived. Some-
times the process of change seems too slow to my
anxious self (although this slowness probably
keeps our Church from sprouting the religious
equivalent of the fins on a 1959 Cadillac). As long
as I feel that the designer-client relationship is
still alive in our religion, I can hope for the
future. And even though I look forward to driv-
ing a hydrogen-fueled, ceramic-turbine auto-
mobile someday, I’ll drive my ’75 Toyota to
school tomorrow.
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