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This week’s Torah portion opens with the story of Korach’s rebellion against Moses and Aaron while the Israelites were wandering in the wilderness en route to the Promised Land. Korach marshals 250 of the leading Israelite citizens in an attempt to arouse public outrage and use it to overthrow Moses’s leadership. Korach and his cohorts accuse Moses and his brother, the High Priest Aaron, of raising themselves up above the rest of the community. “…all the community are holy,” Korach says, “all of them! And moreover, God is within them all. Why then do you raise yourselves above the Holy One’s congregation?”

When Moses learns of their challenge, his heart thuds. The text actually reports that he fell on his face. You can picture him thinking, Oy, this is going to be a big mess. Moses rebukes the rebels, but they remain insistent, and finally Moses announces a public spectacle in which God will choose whom God wants to lead the people in front of the entire community.
Those of you familiar with the story know that this doesn’t play out well for Korach and his minions. Moses announces, and I’m paraphrasing a bit, “By this you will know that it was God who sent me to do all [that I’ve done]; that my leadership was not of my own devising: if these people’s death is like that of all humankind … then God did not [appoint] me to be your leader. But if God brings about something unheard-of, so that the ground opens its mouth and swallows them up with all that belongs to them, and they go down alive into Sheol, then you will know that these men have spurned the Eternal.” 
(For those of you unfamiliar with Sheol, it is the Biblical Hebrew name of the realm of the dead, conceived of in much of the Hebrew Bible as a mysterious underworld located beneath the surface of the earth.)
Sure enough, as soon as Moses finishes uttering these words, the text states
וַתִּבָּקַע הָאֲדָמָה
The ground under them burst asunder, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up… (vv. 31 – 32).
Tradition has understood Korach as a dangerous demagogue, a charismatic politician who speaks in appealing platitudes and knows how to draw powerful people, as well as the common masses, to support him. Korach is good at telling people things they want to hear and convincing them they’re being abused by their leadership. His rebellion was large in scope, as confirmed by the 250 leading citizens who backed him, and by the masses of Israelites who lashed out against Moses after God sent Korach and his supporters down into the bowels of the earth. 
In short, what we have in the story of Korach’s ill-fated rebellion is a tale about widespread social delusion ultimately causing the earth to burst open. Hmm… widespread social delusion ultimately leading to the earth bursting open with horrifying unnatural results. I can’t help but think of the Deep Horizon Oil Spill southeast of the Louisiana Coast.

What can we learn about our own collective, societal folly by taking the BP Oil Spill and putting it into creative dialog with Korach’s rebellion and other Jewish texts? That’s what I’d like to explore a little further tonight.
You see the oil spill evokes for me a number of images from Torah and later Jewish teachings. Let’s start with the story of the Tower of Babel, back in Genesis. In that tale, sometime after the human race had repopulated the world following the Great Flood of Noah’s generation, the people decided to build a tower whose head would pierce the heavens, so that they could achieve notoriety and security. In the ancient mythic world of this story the heavens were the abode of the divine, and humans weren’t meant to intrude there. By ignoring that limitation within the cosmic order, this project violated the nature itself. The people deluded themselves into thinking that building this upward pipeline would give them the things they wanted most. They disregarded the natural order, and they paid the price. God created different languages and mixed up everyone’s language in order to prevent them from completing the tower, and the project broke down. 
The Tower of Babel story isn’t a perfect parallel to the BP Oil Spill, but it does evoke some profound connections. Instead of building up into the sky to try to get goodies from the gods, in our society we drill down into the silent inner realms of the heart of the earth to get the energy we crave to the point of warfare. Our off-shore oil wells are like inverted Towers of Babel, daring to pierce downward into secret and dark abodes, in order to win for us the things we want most: energy, wealth, security. 
Like the builders of the Tower of Babel, we also have put our collective faith in technology and heavy machinery, and in the assumed competency of technical experts, disregarding the primal forces that we flirt and toy with in our over-consumption of fossil fuels. When the people in Genesis tried to build their tower, they were suddenly confronted with the limits of their control. The boundaries of the natural order were more formidable than they had expected. Likewise, the gushing flow of crude that seemingly won’t be fully contained demonstrates the limits of our ability to control and manipulate our environment as we seek to feed our energy appetite. And though the people involved in this oil spill haven’t all suddenly started speaking new foreign languages, what many of them have done is all start speaking past each other and around each other in ways designed, ironically enough, to avoid being fully understood. BP executives weigh their words carefully in order to safeguard their stock price. Politicians choose words to protect their positions. Radio commentators and newspaper columnists harness words to attack politicians they don’t like, or to support those they like, all in reference to the undersea gusher. It’s a veritable babble out there all right, a babble of spin, blame, and public relations. 
 Moving on from the Bible, if we look to our mystical tradition, we can identify another link to the flowing oil at the bottom of the gulf, though it’s a sad link to make. You see, in kabbalah God’s very essence is often described as a flow, a never ending flow that comes from a primal source. God’s being, or energy, is even described as an overflow, as it gushes over each realm of the created world and spills into the next, ultimately, and with our help, returning to its source. The Hasidic tradition took this imagery to heart, and many Hasidic masters taught about the flow of chiyyut, or life force, in all of creation. There is, in our tradition, a deep intuitive sense of a flowing – even gushing – torrent of energy infusing all reality, bursting forth from a cosmic source. These are the gushers of Judaism. 
Perhaps these spiritual flows can remind us of how important it is to be careful with all inherently powerful flows of energy, whether spiritual or carbon-based. The BP Oil spill is a flow out of control because of carelessness and an unsustainable system built on short term rewards, with gross disregard for long term consequences. We all know this. But we don’t seem to be shocked by it until there’s a puncture and a terrible flow. The oil rushing out of the earth is like arterial bleeding, and no one seems to know how to stitch it up.
And yet, this environmental catastrophe represents only one of several ways that we are playing dangerous games with primal flows. The oil bursting forth uncontrollably echoes the Great Flood that Noah witnessed, when the waters didn’t just rain down from the sky, but burst forth from the ground as well. The growing oil plume in the Gulf of Mexico sits alongside other prime natural forces we have decided, as a human society, to take big chances with. With the Deepwater Horizon disaster we unleashed the potentially explosive forces of the earth’s interior. With nuclear weapons, we’re gambling with unleashing the potentially explosive forces of the atom. And with carbon emissions and global warming, we’re taking chances with the potentially scorching force of the sun.

Why do we take these chances, these risks? We don’t tolerate these kinds of risks in so many arenas – why do we when it comes to our treatment of the natural world? Documents came to light this week indicating that BP employees may have been incompetent and sloppy in developing an emergency plan in case this well blew up. Apparently these documents were filled with errors, including references to sea life that doesn’t actually live in the Gulf of Mexico, and other glaring examples of sloppiness. Just think for a moment. What if a surgeon did their work in that manner? Can you imagine what would happen to them? What about a pharmacist? Or even a babysitter? We wouldn’t tolerate it. So why do we tolerate it repeatedly in the case of big energy businesses? It comes back to Korach. The power of persuasion to create social delusion. Over the past 150 years, we’ve been told by powerful companies and their backers that we can eat our energy cake and have it too. We’ve liked the sound of that, and so we’ve followed leaders down a fool-hardy path. We’ve rebelled against Creation and its own balance, and, for our ancestors, the way to say such a thing was to say we’ve rebelled against God. 
The traditional second paragraph after the Shema goes like this: 
And if you truly listen … loving the Fount of Life, your God, and serving God with all your heart and with every breath, then I will give you rain upon your land in its appointed time, the early rain and the later rain, so you may gather your corn, your wine and oil. And I will give you grass upon your field to feed your animals, and you will eat and be content. Beware, then, lest your heart be led astray, and you go off and worship other gods, and you submit to them, so that the anger of the Mighty One should burn against you, and seal up the heavens so no rain would fall, so that the ground would not give forth her produce, and you be forced to leave the good land I am giving you. (Deut. 11: 13 – 21)

A commentator in the Reconstructionist prayer-book writes about this biblical passage: This warning against idolatry has ecological significance. If we continue to pollute the environment – and thus display contempt for the integrity of God’s creation – pure rain will cease to fall, and the ground will cease to give forth its produce.
May God help us to learn, to take responsibility for changing the way we live so that we come back into harmonious relationship with the hiyyut, the life force, the flow of all things, including the elements of our natural world. And may we be blessed to learn from the oil spill and from Torah the importance of recognizing false and dead-end leadership, and the importance of recognizing the limits of our control as well as the appropriate limits for our appetites. 

Shabbat shalom.
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