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One is ’good’ to the extent that one
obeys the dictates of society and
church .... But what really is ethi-
cal about obedience? If one’s goal were sim-
ple obedience, one could train a dog to fulfill
the requirements very well."

The difference, of course, between the
dog and myself is I have the ability to reason
and think about the commands given me. !
can still choose to obey or break rules with-
out thinking (what Rollo May calls "simple"
obedience or disobedience). Or I can choose
to increase my reasoning skills so as to be
more thoughtfully obedient or disobedient.
The question is: Can I ever iustify being
thoughtfully disobedient? And if so, when?

In some religious circles there seems to be
distrust of the thinking process. All kinds of
things can happen when someone starts to
think. Consider, for example, the parable in

o11o May, in Man’s Search for Himself,    section 101 of the Doctrine and Covenants.
maintains that "our particular prob-    A nobleman directed his servants to plant

twelve olive trees on a choice piece
of land. He also directed them to
set watchmen round the trees and
build a tower so as to better watch
for the enemy. The servants
planted the olive trees, set watch-
men round and began to build the
tower.

And while they were yet laying the foundation thereof,
they began to say among themselves: And what need
hath my lord of this tower? And consulted for a long
time, saying among themselves: What need hath my
lord of this lower, seeing this is a time of peace?Might
not this money be given to the exchangers? For there is
no need of these things. And while they were at var-
iance one with another they became very slothful, and
they hearkened not unto the commandments of their
lord.

Predictably the enemy came, broke down
the olive trees and destroyed their work.

It could be interpreted that the servants
first got into trouble when they began to
question. Doesn’t disobedience naturally fol-
low7 But, there are several ways the ser-
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vants might have answered the questioJ:l, "What
need hath my lord of this tower?" For instance: "The
future might not always be as peaceful; therefore it is
prudent to build the tower." Or, "If my lord wants
the tower built, that’s what is important, and I’ll gain
favor in his eyes by helping." Or again, "The olive
trees are so valuable that any effort or cost to ensure
their safety is worth it." Yet again, "It’s my lord’s
money, and if he wants to waste it, that’s his busi-
ness." Or, "Regardless of any other concerns, I have
contracted to build a tower, and that’s what I should
do." There are many ways the servants could have
chosen to look at the situation that would have
encouraged them to obey the nobleman’s directions.
The ultimate ruin resulted from their greed, laziness,
and lack of foresight, not their questioning and dis-
cussing. In fact, it is disappointing that their consult-
ing "for a long time" did not produce better
arguments.

However, there are times when questioning and
thinking lead us toward breaking; a rule. The con-
cerns generally take one of two forms: (1) Although
the rule is deemed to be good, it doesn’t seem reason-
able in a particular situation, or (2) there is a prob-
lem with the rule itself.

Some would argue that if you have a good rule, it
should be obeyed by everyone all the time. This
absolute-rule position does have some basis in tradi-
tional ethical theories. For instance, rule consequen-
tialists (also referred to as rule utilitarians) advocate
strict adherence to rules. As the name iimplies, a
consequentialist is concerned with consequences or
outcomes. A rule consequentialist is particularly in-
terested in determining which set of rules will pro-
duce the maximum good or most desirable conse-
quences over time for everyone generally. ]In making
rules, the consequentialist doesn’t give special con-
sideration to his own situation or circumstances.
Once the rules are selected, he requires constant
adherence, even in those cases where breaking them
would in the specific instance promote :individual
welfare.

For example, a rule consequentialist might de-
termine that, during a period of national famine, the
maximum good would be achieved by trying to save
as many productive and potentially productive lives
as possible. Having the authority to do so, he could
establish a rule requiring all private citizen, s to com-
bine their stockpiles of food with national supplies to
be redistributed only to those adults who are usefully
employed and only those children who are normal
and healthy. The rule consequentialist would advo-
cate strict compliance with the rule even if he had a
severely mentally retarded child, who would then
starve.

Of course, in the above example the rule conse-
quentialist could determine that the maximum good
would be achieved by rationing the food i,n another
way. He could base the rules for distribution on age,
physical condition, contributions to society, ability to
pay or whatever. (Consider how our society handles
scarcity, such as deciding who receives liver trans-
plants or hemodialysis treatments.) Or he could
determine that a lottery system or first-come-first-
served system would achieve the best results. But in
any event, once the rule is set, he would advocate

that everyone follow the rule all the time, no matter
how severe the individual costs.

Rule deontology is another ethical theory which
advocates strict adherence to rules, but justif:ies them
in a different way. A deontologist is interested in the
nature of the action itself rather than the conse-
quences. The rule deontologist tells us that a~:tions of
a certain kind are morally wrong, while others are
our duty. There are no exceptions. If savin~; human
lives is our duty, then one should always fight to
prolong life. If lying is intrinsically wrong, then one
should never lie. If a rule deontologist, the.n, were
hiding innocent potential victims of a massac:re in his
basement, and the killers asked him whether he were
harboring them, he would have to tell. He could
never lie, no matter how horrible the consequences.

According to these theories, breaking the rule is not
a moral option. This position has some advantages. A
person need only learn the rules and determine to
obey them in order to make moral choices. Rules
generally save time. Without needing time ~to delib-
erate, someone can know readily what to do in a
particular situation; he need simply look for the
rules. Too, judging the rightness or wrongness of
someone’s action is made easier. The test is: Does it
fit the rule?

However, the example given for rule deontology
may cause some discomfort. It may not have seemed
so clear that lying, when it is done to protect the lives
of innocent victims, is wrong. In fact, it may be
argued that telling the truth would be the wrong
thing to do in that particular situation.

The problem with rule theories is that they seem
to discount or ignore the complexities of life. It is easy
to say a rule should always be followed. But in the
real world we sometimes find ourselves in situations
where two (or even more) rules or moral ob][igations
are in conflict.

In the situation with the innocent victims, I may
want to tell the truth but find myself torn by another
moral obligation--that of saving lives or preventing
murder. If I am simply to follow the rules, which rule
or obligation do I follow in this case? I can’t do both.

Some ethical theories attempt to address the prob-
lem that absolute rules pose. One such theory, prima
facie rule deontology, sees value in rules, but sug-
gests using a qualifier with rule statements. The
phrase "ceteris paribus" precedes each rule, essentially
meaning "if there are no other relevant moral con-
cerns." The rule regarding lying, then, would be:
Ceteris paribus (if there are no other relevant moral
concerns), tell the truth.

This theory is useful in recognizing the need for
exceptions to absolute rules, but it fails to resolve
fully the conflict. If two rules or obligations are mor-
ally relevant in a particular situation, how dc, I choose
which to follow? How do I determine the right thing
to do? The theory seems to retreat to intuitionism at
a critical point.

The open-texture ethical approach, on the other
hand, attempts to answer these practical q~aestions.
On a descriptive level it contends that we often seem
to recognize the good or right thing to do in a situa-
tion, even though we may not be able to readily give
an account of the rational process. This is similar to
our ability to recognize that something i~; a door,
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even though we may have a hard time detailing what
constitutes "doorness." That we can recognize a door
is amazing when we consider all the various types of
doors we encounter and how much they differ.
There are front doors, sliding doors, dog doors,
revolving doors, cupboard doors, attic doors, and
unattached doors that are offered for sale in hard-
ware stores. In labeling something a door, I am prob-
ably recognizing that it has some things in common
with those objects I have learned to call doors. It
doesn’t need to conform to an exact list of things all
doors must have, which would be called "sufficient
conditions for doorness." Nor may I even identify
one particular thing that all doors must have that
would be a necessary condition for doorness. I recog-
nize that each door has several characteristics that
are common to other doors, but an individual door
doesn’t have all of them.

Similarly, when faced with a moral problem, I can
recognize the right thing to do because in certain
significant ways it is like other decisions I have
already determined to be good or right. I don’t have
to check the decision against a list of characteristics
which must be present for the action to be considered
right (sufficient conditions) nor do I need to look for
one certain characteristic that must always be pres-
ent (a necessary condition).

The open-texture approach suggests that what I
can and should do in any moral deliberation is care-
fully determine which facts have moral relevance in
the situation. These facts, then, become the criteria
used in making the moral judgment and are given
weight in the argument according to their relative
merit.

In determining the criteria, the goal is to explore all
the things that could possibly matter morally. There
is no absolute number of criteria that must be pres-
ent, but the issues will be similar to those I have
encountered in other moral deliberations. I would
consider the interests and rights of all parties in-
volved. I would look at the possible consequences of
the action--both for myself and others. I would pay
attention to any pertinent rules, whether basic moral
rules, societal rules, or institutional rules. I might try
to determine what an exemplary person would do in
the situation. I would assess any cultural or role
influences affecting my decision. I could draw on
values found in any of the ethical theories (many of
which have not been mentioned here).

The name open-texture implies that the criteria can
be extended indefinitely to fit the requirements of
the situation. Thus a complex issue would have a
longer list of criteria than a simpler case and would
require more rigor in defining the relevant facts. The
possibility also remains open that the criteria could
be expanded if something new turns up as a charac-
teristic for evaluating the situation, or if I become
more adept at identifying things that have moral
significance.

The challenge with this theory lies in first paying
attention to all the important facts and second giving
them proper weight. How do I determine the relative
significance of potential outcomes? How do I assess
how much weight to give a certain rule in the moral
argument? How do I decide what matters most of all
those things that matter?

Although this approach relies on individual judg-
ment, there are a couple of tests that can be applied.
For example, once a tentative conclusion has been
reached, I can evaluate the relative merit of the crite-
ria further by playing a form of variations: "What if a
given fact were changed? How would that affect my
decision? What would it take to change my mind?"
Another test states that decisions should be able to
withstand rational criticism. The process differs
from intuitionism in that I should be able to explain
how I arrived at the decision and defend it. Of course,
since I’m generally not accustomed to doing this, it
might take some practice (just as it would if I were
asked to justify why I just called something a door).

In the open-texture approach, a rule is not consi-
dered absolute. It has import in the moral argument
and certainly isn’t taken lightly. But in evaluating all
the criteria in a situation, the rule might be given
lower priority weighed against other considerations
or obligations. Or the rule itself could be challenged.
Even though all rules tend to sound the same, they
don’t address issues of equal moral import. And
they differ in the degree to which they make sense
overall.

For example, in her SUNSTONE article, "Telling
Confessions," Peggy Battin identifies differences in
the rules or doctrines found in religious institutions.
Basic-level doctrines are general assertions regarding
religious practice which are usually scripturally based
and seem basic to the meaning of the religion. The
Christian tradition, for example, encourages prayer
in religious services. The way this doctrine is imple-
mented, however, varies among Christian denomi-
nations. Thus a first-order doctrine may specify that
such prayers be uttered publicly with one person
acting as voice. Or it may mandate that everyone in
the group participate in chanting the prayers. Or it
could require silence during the prayer time with
members of the congregation offering individual,
simultaneous prayers. The prayers themselves might
be written out and approved in advance or offered
spontaneously by those praying.

Depending on the type of implementation, certain
problems may develop requiring further clarification
or answers through second-order doctrines. LDS services,
for example, begin and close with public prayer. One
person acts as voice for the rest of the congregation,
and the prayer is offered spontaneously. Because the
prayer is not written or dictated in advance, there is a
possibility that something unacceptbale will be said
in the prayer, affecting the reverential tone of the
meeting. It therefore becomes important that an
appropriate person be chosen or allowed to act as
voice for the entire congregation. For many years,
Church policy dealt with this potential problem by
permitting only priesthood holders to offer the
prayer in sacrament meeting.

Because such doctrinal policies may create moral
conflicts, third-order doctrines often surface essentially
to excuse the conflict. The rule that only priesthood
holders be allowed to offer the prayer excluded a
significant number of worthy members from doing
so. Making such prayers one of the duties included
under the umbrella of the priesthood functions
served to excuse this. However, it implied that hold-
ing the priesthood is somehow a necessary require-
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ment for offering a prayer unto God on behalf of
a group of worshippers.

This example comes easily to mind becuse sev-
eral years ago I broke the second-order require-
ment that only priesthood holders say such
prayers. My husband had left sacrament meeting
early, apparently forgetting he had agreed to
offer the closing prayer. When it was announced
that he was to give the benediction, I decided the
best thing to do was offer the prayer myself. The
bishop told me afterwards that only priesthood
bearers should offer such prayers. It was rather
embarrassing, but the amazing thing was I was
totally unaware that the rule existed (which
probably says something about my level of social
consciousness at the time). Not aspiring to pray
in public, I hadn’t noticed that I was never asked
to offer the prayer in sacrament meeting. Nor
was I aware that others were excluded. How-
ever, the fact that the policy surprised me so
much could also indicate how precarious its posi-
tion was.

The policy has been changed, and other mem-
bers are now invited to offer such prayers. This
indicates tlhat such derived policies may be (and
probably ~hould be) subject to closer scrutiny.
Second- and third-order rules or doctrines may
sound as iinviolate as other more basic, first-
order doctrines (particularly because of the reli-
gious setting), but in fact they differ significantly.

These derivative levels can be found in other
institutional rules as well, including professional
codes, bureaucratic policies, and public laws. This
is an important consideration, especially since
some morally unacceptable behavior may be
caused or encouraged by the many absolute-
sounding peripheral or superficial rules that sur-
round us. People may be unable to see all the
other morally relevant facts in a situation because
such rules tend to take center stage, particularly
because they sound so definite. It is possible that
the resulting "simple obedience" may be more
de,;tructive, though perhaps in a more subtle
way, than some "simple disobedience" that we
would immediately label as "wrong."

What is the solution? Is it simply a matter of
informing people that rules can occasionally be
broken? Or should rule-makers assume a greater
moral responsibility as they set polic!ies? It is
difficult to create a policy or rule that takes into
consideration all the morally relevant facts that
could surface in later circumstances. Detailing all
possible exceptions could involve using so many
disclaimers that the rule would cease to be a rule.
Even then there is the possibility some considera-
tions would be left out. Rules, then, tend to
sound absolute even though the rule-makers
themselves feel uncomfortable with the absolute
language. Because we seem to have a need for
rules in our society (at least as guidelines), maybe
the answer lies in making a deal of sorts with
rule-makers~"Look, I’ll excuse you for making
the rules sound so absolute if you’ll excuse my

breaking them occasionally when the situation
warrants."

The fact of the matter is that absolute-sounding
rules are often accompanied by absolute punish-
ments or sanctions, the most severe of which can
involve being fired from a job, thrown in jail, or
excommunicated from the Church. As part of
my consequential analysis, I should consider
these potentially high costs in deciding whether
to violate a rule. Unfortunately, it may not be
possible to convince the authority that in break-
ing the rule I am following a moral course. Joseph
Smith faced this choice many times, as have
other creative problem-solvers..

Obviously I should take extreme care in decid-
ing to break a rule that has moral significance. It
may be that I want something so badly it is affect-
ing my rational analysis of the situation, as sug-
gested by the intriguing title of Joseph B~ntley’s
1984 Sunstone symposium presentation: "We Be-
lieve Easily What We Hope for Earnestly." In decid-
ing to break a rule, I should know what I arn doing.

John Sanford, in his book, The Kingdom Within,
quotes a verse found in an ancient manuscript
which immediately follows the text of L~Lke 6:5:
"On the same day, seeing a man working on the
sabbath day, he [Jesus] said to h~m: ’Frien~L, if you
know what you are doing, you are blessed; but if
you do not, you are accursed as a breaker of the
law.’" There is a difference between practical
behavior problems and practical moral problems.
In the first case a person knows what the proper
moral behavior should be, but either decides not
to do it or has difficulty following it. In the
second case a person would llke to do what is
morally required but has difficulty deciding what
the action should be. The first instance requires
commitment and self-control, whereas the second
requires thoughtful analysis.

Because we can generally only observe a per-
son’s outward behavior, it is difficult to deter-
mine what is happening when someone is break-
ing a rule. Is the transgressor lacking i,n self-
control and commitment? Or has the individual
thoughtfully analyzed the situation and deter-
mined that breaking the rule ~s the best moral
choice? It is hard to distinguish the common rule-
breaker from someone who decides to transcend
the rule because of other moral concerns--just as
it is hard to differentiate the person who is
thoughtfully obedient from the one who reacts
to the complexities of life with "simple obedience."

The judgment is less difficult when applied to
myself. I can spend time examining my motives. 1
can review my line of reaso:ning in deciding
whether to obey or break a certain rule. And
given thoughtful and careful analysis, there will
be times when I’ll determine that breaking the
rule is a moral option~perhaps even an
obligation.

SUSAN RYTTING is a correspondent mortgage administrator
for the Merchants Mortgage Corporation in Indianapdis.
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