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What Keeps Canadians Awake at Night 3: Climate Change
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Jonah 3

Rev. John Suk, PhD


You remember Jonah’s story. 


Jonah was a Jewish prophet. One day, God orders Jonah to go to Nineveh to prophesy that Nineveh will be destroyed in forty days. Nineveh to the Jews is what Pyongyang is to us—the capital city of a bellicose and dangerous nation that there is no negotiating with. Still, God tells Jonah to go there, as if Jonah was a Jimmy Carter or Dennis Rodman. Except that, unlike Carter or Rodman, Jonah doesn’t want to go.

He might be laughed at. He might be ignored. He might be imprisoned. He might even be killed.


Still, God insists. So, like an idiot, Jonah sails in the exact opposite direction, instead. He buys a ticket for Tarshis, at the other end of the known world. Of course, God has other ideas, so soon after casting off for Tarshis, Jonah's ship is caught in a force-five hurricane. The waves are crashing, the boat is sinking and the crew is praying. One sailor realizes that Jonah is sleeping through the storm.
So, the crew wakes him up and learns that he is running away from the God of heaven and earth. This terrifies them, so, they cast lots to determine which passenger—they figure it must be Jonah—which passenger made God go crazy. The lot falls to Jonah. He is the guilty one!

So, Jonah is tossed into the sea as a human sacrifice. A big fish eats Jonah up and after three days spits him out on shore. Jonah gets it that God means business and finally goes to Nineveh. There he prophesies that Nineveh will be destroyed in forty days.

Nineveh, you see, was a city full of wickedness, capital of Assyria, a brutal empire at war with Israel. There was no Geneva Convention in those days. War meant ethnic cleansing on a national scale, siege starvation followed by cannibalism, and for the entertainment of the Assyrian armies flay the skin off living people, burn people live, do mass decapitations and more selective cutting off of body parts to stretch out the show. Looting, murder, rape, mayhem. Pretty much like war today.

Anyway, Jonah arrives in Nineveh and announces, “hey folks, ah, um, like, listen. God will destroy you in forty days.”  

And what happened next seems impossible, certainly improbable, but it’s a story, so it happens anyway. Nineveh repents. From the King of the mountain to all the rascals below, everyone in Nineveh has a change of heart. They take off their clothes and put on old rags. They sit in dust and ash to show they mean their repentance. They stop eating and drinking the better to pray. They even stop looking after their livestock to show they really meant it. The King says, “Who knows? God may relent and change his mind; he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” 

The whole city repents. They slam on the empire’s brakes, throw her into reverse, execute a national three-point turn, and head the other way. Everyone. Decisively. And so, God chooses not to destroy Nineveh after all. 


Wow. Just wow. Everyone repents. 

Imagine that sort of repentance in Toronto. You see, what keeps me awake at night is not climate change per se, the worst effects of which are probably more than 40 years down the road. No, what keeps me awake at night is the inability of governments and the unwillingness of all the people to take decisive action, together, like Nineveh did; to say, “right. Let’s repent. Let’s do a mulligan on the climate, a do-over, and make it better. It might not be too late. And even if it costs us. The planet is worth it. Let’s do the right thing and save our great grandchildren and their neighbours.”


But it doesn’t look like this will happen. 

We hear about climate change and ecological disaster a lot. We hear about massive movements of people out of the Sahal in Africa into the Mediterranean Sea, and of war in the Middle East over water, and of cities that will be submerged one day, and of crop failures, and of greater and more unpredictable hurricanes and tornadoes and of damage to Western infrastructure such as New Orleans’ levees or New York’s subways, and of loss of life everywhere. And we know that no reputable scientists disagree with these prophecies. By the way, funny how we trust scientists with our chemotherapy and self-driving cars and bridge engineering and DNA analysis to find criminals, but on climate change we refuse to believe enough or long enough to act and repent, as one, decisively.

Climate change is like building subways. We all think more subways would be great but don’t raise my taxes to do it and so subways don’t get built very often. 

I’m reminded of one of my favorite books, from my early college days, a book that still bears reading today. It is the famous economist Robert Heilbronner’s, An Inquiry into the Human Prospect. In this 1974 book Heilbronner confronts three huge problems still with us: population growth, nuclear weapons which have been in the news again this year and this week, and ecological change, including climate change. Heilbronner writes that he finds it difficult to believe that we will make the necessary sacrifices to tackle these problems (115). He continues:
With the full spectacle of the human prospect before us, the spirit quails and the will falters. We find ourselves pressed to the very limit of our personal capacities, not alone in summoning up the courage to look squarely at the dimensions of the impending predicament, but in finding words that can offer some plausible relief in a situation so bleak. (136)

Heilbronner suggests that the most likely outcome is that these problems will eventually play, “directly into the hands of those who applaud the 'orderliness' of authoritarian or dictatorial governments." He thinks human freedom must eventually be sacrificed on the altar of the survival of humanity. 

It is a bleak vision, but when we look around the world—to Russia, to China, to the Philippines Duterte, to alt-right regimes in the former Communist bloc, and even just to the south, Heilbronner’s vision is still one worth worrying about. 

So, I’m afraid. I’m worried for my grandkids who do spend a lot of time in Africa or on the East Coast. I’m worried for the beauty of the earth. Even if I don’t really lie awake much, I do get sad and depressed and anxious when I have a glass of wine and a moment to reflect, at night. In the hymn by Shirley Murray we will soon sing: “Where shall tomorrow’s children be, left with the ruined gifts of God, death for the creatures, land and sea.”

Why are we, unlike evil Nineveh, paralyzed to act decisively? To repent?

Once upon a time we’d all have prayed about such things, and hoped that God, as in Nineveh, would have compassion and relent. But humans have grown up, in some ways, since then. We know that God didn’t send climate change to punish us, didn’t send it at all, so there is nothing for God to relent from. We created the monster. And God is unlikely, now that we have made our own climate bed, to let us have a divine couch instead, so that our grandchildren’s children won’t have to sleep rough. 

Why are we, unlike evil Nineveh, paralyzed to act decisively? To repent?

Hold onto that discomfort for a while. We need to know it for what it is, and not let our discomfort slip away into denial or rationalizations or electronic diversions before we’ve really wrestled with it for a while, honestly, now, even though what we all prefer on Sunday mornings is good news and encouragement. After that, maybe all we can do is push, one inch and one policy at a time, to put this higher on the political and economic agenda, to understand this as a cause of the massive movements of people and the authoritarian regimes in areas already hit by climate change. 

Maybe we should work at the problem of climate change one vote, one purchase, one investment, one Facebook post, one charitable donation at a time, one discussion with a friend over the water cooler or in the club house. It might be that even in these small ways we can be the toe on the foot that touches the brake that begins the international three-point turnaround that leads to repentance unto life, as the Bible puts it.

But mostly, this morning, I’ve decided that I will not deal with this topic today by offering you false hope. I refuse to be like the priests and prophets that Jeremiah warns against, prophets who refuse to look trouble in the eye, prophets who always cry, “Peace, peace,” even when there is no peace. Sometimes going to church requires great honesty. Nineveh-like honesty.

So, this morning, as much as I don’t want to, I’m going to preach the necessary truth. It goes like this: “Repent. Repent each and every one of us. Repent Canada and the US and China. Repent, or the whole world, the only world we have, will come to ruin.”

In the end, with respect to climate change in particular, and the environment as a whole, there are no divine guarantees. That is the price of human responsibility, after all—following through by doing the right thing whether or not we are sure it will work, even if the costs are going to be great. And they will be.

But looking trouble in the eye and taking it on is the Christ-like thing to do. As Christians, we are challenged to both say and do the truth, like Jonah, even in the face of a disaster that is all too easy to pretend is not really coming our way. For, as we are now going to confess, now, in song, “We are the voices for the earth, we who will care enough to cry, cherish her beauty, and live that our planet may not die.”
