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Blood in the Water 
One of the wonders of Scripture, written 2000-3000 years ago, is its ability to 
‘speak into’ contemporary life … including into the lives of contemporary 
business people and practices. I was reminded of this again today as I read that 
Samsung Electronics Co. had reversed course and officially apologized and 
promised compensation to workers who suffered cancers linked to chemical 
exposure in their chip factories. 

For the past several years Samsung had resisted calls to apologize and had 
opposed paying compensation to the workers. Actually, that’s rather an 
understatement. According to one account, “In the past seven years, the 
company used an army of high-paid lawyers to delay and derail the legal 
proceedings until the victims and their families were exhausted emotionally and 
financially.” This despite the fact that approximately 200 employees had made 
formal allegations that they developed cancers and other diseases from daily 
contact with toxic chemicals in company factories. The majority of the 
employees were only in their 20s and 30s when they fell ill. More than 50 have 
died. 

Then last year a movie was released about the death in 2007 of Samsung worker 
Hwang Yu-mi, age 23, from leukemia. Her father says, “I didn’t believe Samsung 
when they told me Yu-mi’s illness could not have been caused by her daily 
contact with those chemicals.” His suspicions were aroused when he learned that 
a colleague of his daughter had died from the same illness. 

“I talked to experts and took my findings to newspapers, TV companies and 
magazines, but they all said the same thing, ‘you can’t possibly win a fight with 
Samsung.’” But a month ago Justice party lawmaker Sim Sang-jeung introduced 
a resolution about the issue, pointedly drawing attention to the substantial 
number of Samsung semiconductor employees that had been sickened since 
the 1990s. The intensifying public spotlight evidently convinced the company to 
reverse course and issue today’s apology and promise of compensation. 

It’s important to note that semiconductor manufacturing is not inevitably 
dangerous. It can be done safely … it just takes appropriate attention to, and 
investment in, worker safety. Samsung chose to maximize profits instead. 

Sometimes entire industries are similarly irresponsible. This spring the small 
residential community of Oso, Washington disappeared, wiped off the map by a 
massive mudslide. 41 people died. Some are still missing. 

Time magazine called the Oso landslide a “natural disaster.” “This was a 
completely unforeseen slide,” said John Pennington, the emergency manager of 
Snohomish County, speaking two days after the catastrophe. Not quite. Writing 
in the New York Times, Timothy Egan noted, “Unforeseen — except for 60 years’ 
worth of warnings, most notably a report in 1999 that outlined ‘the potential for a 
large catastrophic failure’ on the very hillside that just suffered a large 
catastrophic failure.” 
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Though he didn’t order 

his men to get the 
water, nevertheless, 
David sees that his own 
thoughtlessness put his 
men at grave risk. 

Forested hillsides don’t turn into mudslides, but clearcut hillsides do. All the 
warnings about the potential for disaster came as a result of the extensive 
clearcutting done by logging companies on the hillsides and plateau above Oso. 
According to The Seattle Times, it now appears that clearcutting above Oso even 
occurred in an area specifically restricted because of landslide concerns. 

Again, let’s note that logging can be done viably, profitably, without clearcutting. 
Still, it’s cheaper to cut down all the trees, rather than leave some in place to 
protect the hillsides. Clearcutting maximizes profits, at least in the short term. It is 
the preferred practice across the logging industry. 

A curious incident in the life of King David speaks into the recurringly-fatal 
business practices of Samsung and the logging industry (and others). Here is the 
account from 2 Samuel 23:13-17: 

During harvest time, three of the thirty chief warriors came down to David at the 
cave of Adullam, while a band of Philistines was encamped in the Valley of 
Rephaim. At that time David was in the stronghold, and the Philistine garrison was 
at Bethlehem. David longed for water and said, “Oh, that someone would get me a 
drink of water from the well near the gate of Bethlehem!” So the three mighty 
warriors broke through the Philistine lines, drew water from the well near the gate 
of Bethlehem and carried it back to David. But he refused to drink it; instead, he 
poured it out before the Lord. “Far be it from me, Lord, to do this!” he said. “Is it not 
the blood of men who went at the risk of their lives?” And David would not drink it. 

What’s going on here? Specifically, why did David pour out the water? Especially 
after his men had taken such risks to get the water, why then pour it out? By the 
way, trying to come up with an answer via Google won’t prove terribly helpful. 
You’ll find that various commentators propose various possible explanations. 
Among the more popular, some suspect David was symbolically highlighting the 
devotion and bravery of his warriors — that in pouring out the water he was 
showing that the water had become sacred, too precious to drink. Others believe 
David was intent on evidencing his devotion to God by taking something 
precious and offering it as a sacrifice. 

I don’t think so. David conveys clearly what’s going on when he says of the water, 
“Is it not the blood of men who went at the risk of their lives?” David recognizes that 
rashly voicing his yearning for Bethlehem water nearly got three of his warriors 
killed. Though he didn’t order his men to get the water, nevertheless, he sees 
that his own thoughtlessness put his men at grave risk. If the men had been 
killed, David understands that their blood would have been on his head. He 
would have been responsible. As a result, David sees that there is ‘blood in the 
water.’ Realizing that, he pointedly, publicly repudiates his own foolish and self-
centered behavior. He pours out the water, making clear that putting the lives of 
his warriors at risk for his own personal benefit had been profoundly 
irresponsible. 

How sad, then, that we frequently see exactly such irresponsible behavior by 
business leaders — behavior that, motivated by profit, doesn’t just risk the lives of 
others, but regularly costs people their lives. As further examples … 

A year ago an eight story factory building collapsed on the outskirts of Dhaka, the 
capital of Bangladesh, killing 1129 garment factory workers making apparel for 
western companies including the Gap and Walmart. Just six months earlier a 
garment factory fire in Dhaka killed at least 112 workers. Two months before that,  
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Prior to the Bhopal 

disaster, a remarkable 
70 percent of the 
plant’s employees had 
been fined for resisting 
management pressure 
to weaken safety 

practices. 

289 workers were killed in a fire at the Ali Enterprises garment factory in Karachi, 
Pakistan, a supplier of ready-to-wear clothing for western companies. Sewing 
clothes is not, of course, an inherently life-threatening activity. It only becomes so 
when basic safety considerations are ignored for the sake of higher profits. 

Closer to home, in April, 2013, an ammonium nitrate explosion occurred at the 
West Fertilizer Company facility in West, Texas.15 people were killed and more 
than 160 were injured. Just a few weeks ago the U.S. Chemical Safety and Hazard 
Investigation Board released the preliminary results of its investigation into the 
explosion — blaming the disaster on company officials’ failure to take basic steps 
regarding safe storage of the chemicals in its stockpile … steps ignored only 
because they cost money. 

More recently, we’ve all been made aware that General Motors consciously chose 
to save money rather than replace a defective part that it knew was killing 
customers. As a result, many more customers died because their air bags did not 
inflate at the time of an accident. (Although GM has only acknowledged that its 
defective ignition switch caused 13 deaths and 32 crashes, independent 
consumer groups estimate the actual number of deaths to be above 300.) This 
reminded many, of course, of GM’s darkest hour — its choice to omit, for cost-
savings reasons, a front stabilizer bar on its Chevy Corvair. The car was eventually 
widely labeled a ‘death trap’ as a result of its propensity to roll over, even at 
modest speeds. General Motors never really recovered from the Corvair’s 
damage to its reputation. You would think they would have learned. 

Samsung’s irresponsible maximizing of profit cost the lives of their chip factory 
employees. The logging industry’s profit-driven clearcutting took the lives of the 
residents of Oso … and the very town itself. The determination of western 
apparel companies to pay the lowest possible price for their clothes leads, as a 
recurring corollary, to the fatalities in their supplier factories. Those killed in West, 
Texas lost their lives because fertilizer executives chose profits over safety … 
precisely why GM didn’t replace a defective part it knew was killing customers. 

The list of such profit-motivated fatal business decisions is far longer than can be 
recounted here. But any list of especially egregious examples would include BP’s 
Deepwater Horizion blowout that took the lives of 11 employees and befouled 
16,000 miles of U.S. coastline — the largest environmental disaster in the history 
of the oil industry. Subsequent government investigations determined that the 
blowout resulted, primarily, from BP’s systematic practice of shortchanging safety 
for profits. 

Bad as that was, many believe the top spot on this ‘blood in the water’ list of 
infamy belongs to Union Carbide Corporation (UCC) for its infamous ‘Bhopal 
disaster’ — considered the world’s worst industrial calamity. On the night of 
December 2, 1984, a gas leak of methyl isocyanate and other chemicals occurred 
at the company’s pesticide plant in Bhopal, India. Through the night the toxic mix 
drifted across the shanty towns located near the plant, killing or injuring their 
sleeping residents. Death toll estimates vary from a few thousand to more than 
16,000. An eventual government affidavit stated that the leak caused over half a 
million injuries. 

Investigations revealed that cost-cutting pressures had caused safety precautions 
to slide for years at the Bhopal plant — despite a litany of worker complaints. 
Prior to the disaster, a remarkable 70 percent of the plant’s employees had been 
fined for resisting management pressure to weaken safety practices. In fact, one  
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 employee was fired for going on a 15-day, safety-related hunger strike. Given 
such an anti-safety management posture, it is hardly surprising that a 1982 safety 
audit report revealed “a total of 61 hazards, 30 of them major … in the dangerous 
phosgene/ methyl isocyanate units” in Bhopal. Nor did the gas leak disaster 
change UCC’s behavior. Still today the area in and around the Bhopal plant is 
badly contaminated, and the company continues to fight compensation claims 
in court. 

Fortunately, a great many business leaders choose a different path. They take 
corporate responsibility seriously, working hard — and investing appropriately — 
to ensure that their business practices are not harming or killing their customers 
… or their employees … or the workers in their supply chains … or the 
neighbors in their host communities … or anyone else. They have learned the 
lesson David learned in the cave of Adullum. Sadly, though, there are still too 
many leaders whose practice of business leaves a great deal of blood in the 
water. Though they may not see it, God does. 
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