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 Finding the patience, strategy and heart to shepherd an oppositional teammate through an 

obstacle is one of the greatest challenges a leader can face.  In the heat of the moment, it is easier 

to give in to frustration and just dismiss a difficult player. But sticking with that person by 

showing them your willingness to engage and trusting them to do the right thing may be the best 

shot you have for salvaging a valuable resource and reclaiming a loyal teammate. I know this 

from personal experience -- as I have been the beneficiary of an enlightened leader who coached 

me into straightening myself out. 

 According to the father of the U.S. Navy, John Paul Jones, a naval leader “should not be 

blind to a single fault in any subordinate, though at the same time, he should be quick and 

unfailing to distinguish error from malice, thoughtlessness from incompetency, and well meant 

shortcomings from heedless or stupid blunder. In one word, every commander should keep 

constantly before him the great truth, that to be well obeyed, he must be perfectly esteemed."1 

 In the scenario posed by Capt. Rick Rubel, USN (Ret), from the Military Officers 

Association of America column “What Would You Do?” I would be annoyed by my colleague 

for placing our mission at risk. We are asked by the Navy to prioritize all that we do to consider 

first the ship, then shipmates, and then self.2 He is doing the opposite. But my job is to find a 

solution here, so I would calm myself, and invite Petty Officer Parks to sit together and break 

bread.  I would explain that I was fortunate to have attended St. Ignatius College Prep High 

                                                        
1http://www.usna.edu/StrategicPlan/naval_officer_quals.php  
2http://www.med.navy.mil/Pages/StrategyMap/FY14%20%20Navy%20Medicine%20Strategy%20%20Final%20%2
82%29_1.pdf 
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School where we were taught the practice of the examen and spiritual exercises, and of 

discernment, and ask him if he would like to pray the prayer of Saint Ignatius with me, and 

discuss the life of St. Ignatius of Loyola, since he is the patron saint of soldiers.3 I would try to 

build community with Officer Park by noting his attendance at Bible studies on the ship as a 

positive way to spend his free time, and evidence of his character. 

 Next, I would use the ship’s WiFi connection to share with him the wealth of Biblical 

scholarship and historical research available online that shows that the 10 Commandments may 

not be as simple as they seem at first glance. While they are simple rules that we are asked to 

follow, there is still great debate on their full meaning as they were originally written. Professors 

and religious leaders who have dedicated their lives to studying these questions might be at a 

more scholarly level than a layman’s literal interpretation of the Bible. I would point out that the 

Bible he and I read in English is probably a variation of the 17th century King James Bible, the 

most common interpretation of the Bible in print today.  However, the commandment that he 

cites as his basis for refusing to pull the firing key on the missile launching console, Exodus 

20:13, “You shall not kill,” oversimplifies the original Hebrew words in which Exodus was 

written.4 According to University of Calgary professor Eliezer Segal, the original sixth 

commandment was written in Hebrew in the Torah as “Thou shalt not murder,” using the verb 

ratsakh (or murder) rather than mut (or kill.) This is an important distinction.  To murder is an 

unlawful, premeditated taking of a life with deliberate malice. So the Bible does not say that all 

killings are equally wrong. Just a few paragraphs later, at Exodus 22:2, it is written that “If the 

                                                        
3 http://www.ignatianspirituality.com/what-is-ignatian-spirituality/10-elements-of-ignatian-spirituality 
4http://people.ucalgary.ca/~elsegal/Shokel/001102_ThouShaltNotMurder.html 
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thief is caught while breaking in, and is struck so that he dies, there will be no bloodguilt on his 

account.” So there are situations in which killing in self-defense is permitted. 

 Of course, there is a difference between killing a thief who breaks into your house, and 

killing opponents in a war. St. Augustine wrote5 extensively in 400 AD about how a war can be 

qualified as just: the war needed to be waged by a legitimate authority, have a just cause, and 

have the right intentions. But in today’s reality, we find ourselves in the Persian Gulf where 

many dictators have killed millions of their own citizens and their neighbors6, and the U.S. is the 

only major power capable of stopping the unjust murder of innocents.  Instead of relying on an 

oversimplified translation of the Hebrew Torah’s commandments, we have to look at the spirit of 

the great book. We also have to remember the oath we took as officers to uphold the Constitution 

of the United States. We have to ask ourselves if innocent people who deserve the right to not be 

killed have no other way to enforce that right without our intervention.7 

 I want to believe that someone who believes so strongly in the sanctity of life, someone 

who reads the Bible in his free time, and someone who is still committed enough to his career in 

the Navy that he is continuing to study for his E-6 exam, will see that he must evaluate his 

choices.  If Officer Parks continued to refuse to do his job due to his religious beliefs, I would 

ask him to train me in how to do his job.  I would point out the Department of Defense 

Instruction that went into effect in January 2014, that states that “Military departments will 

accommodate religious requests of service members unless a request would have an adverse 

                                                        
5https://www.mtholyoke.edu/~jasingle/justwar.html 
6 http://www.nytimes.com/2003/01/26/weekinreview/the-world-how-many-people-has-hussein-killed.html 
7 http://www.soldier-ethicist.blogspot.com  
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effect on military readiness, mission accomplishment, unit cohesion and good order and 

discipline.”8 

 In conclusion, I would try to help Petty Officer Parks get out of his own way.  Charging 

into him immediately, telling him he is wrong and going to jail if he fails to do his job may be 

the truth, but it is not likely to get him to cooperate. And more than anything, we need him to 

cooperate. Because of shortages in trained staff, the cost of having to pull the ship off of the 

firing line would be great. It would put our team members on the ground at risk. I would try my 

best to use compassionate leadership to bring Parks around. And only then, once I failed to 

convince him of the Biblical scholarship, or to see his responsibility to put his shipmates first, 

and failed to get him to commit to working together with me to find a solution, only then would I 

alert the captain and admit defeat. 

 

 

  

                                                        
8 http://www.dtic.mil/whs/directives/corres/pdf/130017p.pdf 
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