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A sermon preached on August 1, 2021 by Rev. Greg Rapier
Jonah 1:1-3
Jonah 4:1-5

“But Jonah thought this was utterly wrong, and he became angry.  He prayed to the Lord, 
‘Come on, Lord!  Wasn’t this precisely my point when I was back in my own land?  

This is why I fled to Tarshish earlier!  I know that you are a merciful and compassionate God, 
very patient, full of faithful love, and willing not to destroy.  At this point, Lord, 

you may as well take my life from me, because it would be better for me to die than to live.’  
The Lord responded, ‘Is your anger a good thing?’  But Jonah went out from the city 

and sat down east of the city.  There he made himself a hut and sat under it, 
in the shade, to see what would happen to the city.”

Jonah 4:1-5 (Common English Bible)

 I remember when I was a 
kid going to the mall with my 
friend Clay.  Sometimes his mom 
would drive us, sometimes mine 
would drive.  We would park our 
car in the parking structure which 
was recessed about two levels 
underground.  Then we had a 
choice.  We could take the elevator 

or the escalator.  We always took 
the escalator.  It was more fun.

 And on a good day, a day 
when we were at the mall early and 
here wasn’t much of a crowd, on 
a day when people were entering 
the mall but no one was leaving 
yet, Clay and I would race as fast 

 Sacramento’s Downtown 
Plaza was torn down about five 
years ago in order to build a new 
arena for the Sacramento Kings, 
which is a fantastic tradeoff if you 
ask me.  Growing up, I loved that 
shopping mall.  Just about every 
Friday night in high school, my 
parents would drop me off, and 
my friends and I would go to the 
movies.  Often, we’d even see two 
in one night.  I remember the taste 
of salted pretzels and the grease 
of Sbarro pizza that could only be 
found in a food court.  I remember 
getting my first ‘nice’ haircut at a 
fancy salon there tucked into the 
corner of the mall.  And I remember 
every October the way some of the 
abandoned storefronts downstairs 
would transform into a haunted 
house. 
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as we could up the down escalator.  
Sometimes I would ride up the 
proper escalator and Clay would 
try to beat me to the top.  And 
other times he would ride the 
proper way and I would try to beat 
him to the top.

 Clay and I loved running up 
the down escalator.  But boy, did our 
parents hate it.  Especially when we 
were running up and about halfway 
through someone would begin to go 
down.  Especially when someone 
was going down and we kept 
running up anyway.  But that never 
happened.  Maybe. 

 Clay and I eventually stopped 
running up the down escalator, 
as most children do.  We stopped 
because, well, it’s stupid!  We 
stopped because it’s rude.  Tiring.  
Hard on your body.  Inefficient.  You 
exert all this energy, willpower, and 
stubbornness trying to move up, but 
really you’re like a hamster running 

in one place.  We stopped for all the 
reasons our parents wanted.  If the 
current is taking you one way, why 
fight it?  If everything around you, 
if the ground beneath your feet is 
pulling you in one direction, why 
on earth would you try to run the 
other way? 

 There’s a reason you never 
see adults running up the down 
escalator.  Or do you?

 The book of Jonah is an 
account of a man who spent his 
whole life running up the down 
escalator.  At the beginning of the 
story, the prophet Jonah receives 
a call to travel to that great city 
of Nineveh.  Picture a sprawling 
metropolis with the ethos of Las 
Vegas.  Picture New York City as 
painted by Martin Scorsese.  The 
prophet Nahum once called Nineveh 
a bloody city full of lies and robbery.  
It was the place to be and the place 
to sin.  Let your hair down a little, 

get into some trouble, and hope God 
is looking the other way.  

 God calls Jonah to go into 
Nineveh and to warn the city that 
God has not looked the other way, 
and that bad things will happen if 
those in the city do not change.  God 
tells Jonah to go there and to preach 
the word of God so those in the city 
may have their hearts changed.

 And Jonah says no.  Jonah 
goes as far as he can as fast as he can 
in the exact opposite direction.  He 
boards a ship not toward Nineveh 
but toward Tarshish.  And Tarshish 
is on the opposite side of the known 
world.  He literally travels against 
the current.  If that’s not an image of 
going up the down escalator, I don’t 
know what is.

 There are areas in many of 
our lives where we’re right there 
alongside Jonah.  Running up the 
down escalator.  Swimming against 
the current.  Ignoring God’s call.  We 
know what God wants of us, but we 
choose to do something different.  
We fall back on what’s easier.  What’s 
comfortable.  Old habits.  Favorite 
sins.  We sense God’s call that we 
could be doing more, giving more, 
loving differently, living differently, 
or for some of us, even slowing 
down.  We sense God’s call to start 
something new or to recommit to 
where we are now, or to do the hard 
work of justice and love.

 God has a unique desire for 
each one of us at different times in 
our lives.  Sometimes we’re right in 
line with God; other times we fight.  
Other times we run.  We’re afraid 
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to trust in God, so we don’t.  We’re 
afraid of change, so we won’t.  We 
don’t like where this escalator is 
taking us so we run to Tarshish.  We 
run the other way like little kids on 
an escalator.  God’s escalator moves 
toward love, toward justice, toward 
kindness and compassion and mercy 
and forgiveness.  God’s escalator 
moves toward wholeness and 
wellness and beauty and life.  And 
instead of submitting to that current, 
we run the other way.

 Jonah runs the other way, and 
it works out about as well as you’d 
expect.  The sea rages against Jonah.  
The crew throws him overboard.  
He’s swallowed by a mighty fish.  
And then he gets spat up on the 
beach, not in the direction he was 
headed, but on the shore of the 
very place he was running from.  
Nineveh. 

 Jonah reluctantly does preach 
to this great city.  He warns the 
Ninevites of what will happen if 
they do not change, and for a brief 
moment, Jonah is finally flowing 
with God.  He’s with the current.  On 
the right escalator.  He’s no longer 
fighting God, but accepting God and 
working with God. 

 The Ninevites change their 
minds because of what God does 
through Jonah.  They change their 
minds and they change their ways.  
The city begins to reform and 
recommit itself to God, the city’s 
inhabitants stop fighting God’s call 
for them, and instead they allow 
God to direct them where they need 
to go.  The entire city stops running 
the wrong way.

 Friends, when you ride the 
escalator the right way, others will 
follow.  When you are faithfully 
following God’s current, and when 
you are following God’s call, it will 
absolutely change not only your 
life, but the lives of those around 
you.  Maybe not everyone, maybe 
not on the timetable you’d like, but 
make no mistake: The Gospel is 
contagious.  And when you live into 
that good news, when you embody 
it, that current can’t help but flow 
through you and into those around 
you as well.

 At the risk of mixing my 
metaphors, I want to talk about 
elevators for a second.  I heard in 
a sermon once about an episode 
of the 1960s hidden camera show 
Candid Camera.  The showrunners 
replicated a famous psychological 
experiment.  They set up cameras 
in an elevator and had a business-
looking man walk into the elevator, 
and instead of facing the front 
like any sane person would do, he 
confidently walked toward the rear 
of the elevator and faced the back 
wall. 

 And as other people came into 
that elevator, instead of facing the 
front doors, each person would push 
the button for their floor, and then 
turn toward that same back wall for 
the duration of the ride.  The camera 
would catch people looking startled, 
maybe a little confused, but just 
about always giving in and turning 
around in the direction of the others.

 Friends, which way will you 
be facing when those elevator doors 
open?  I want you to think about the 

others on that elevator with you.  
Your family, neighbors, friends.  
Which way do you want them to 
face?

 When Jonah accepts God’s 
call, when Jonah listens to God and 
faces the right way, the Ninevites 
begin to turn too and face the right 
direction.  Jonah dares to stop facing 
the back of the elevator, to turn 
around and face the front.  And one 
by one, the others begin to turn with 
him.  To face the right way.  And as 
those around Jonah begin to turn, it 
becomes easier and easier for the 
rest of the Ninevites to give in to that 
current.  To turn toward the front.

 When Jonah submits himself 
to God, the entire city of Nineveh 
gets saved.  It’s a glorious ending.  
A fantastic conclusion.  If only that 
was the ending of Jonah’s story.  The 
story continues, and depending on 
who you ask, it can be rather bleak.  
The book of Jonah ends with Jonah 
sitting outside the city, under a tree, 
upset with God.  Jonah’s upset that 
God brought him to Nineveh to 
warn the city of its destruction, and 
then upset with God all over again 
that God did not destroy Nineveh 
as God said God would do.  Here at 
the end of the story, Jonah is upset 
that Nineveh changed.  He’s upset 
that the city has stopped facing the 
wrong direction and running the 
wrong way. 

 At this moment, Jonah reveals 
himself as a man who’s relapsed.  
He reveals himself as a man whose 
change was real, but who couldn’t 
help himself, and who is once again 
swimming against God’s current, 
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facing the back of the elevator, 
running up the down escalator – 
pick your favorite metaphor, that’s 
Jonah here.  Instead of submitting 
to God, Jonah wants God to submit 
to him.  Instead of being yoked 
alongside God, he’s trying to drag 
God the other way or to break free 
of God entirely.  He’s angry and 
he’s lonely and he’s isolated and 
he’s mad at God, and he’s relapsed, 
and he’s running up the down 
escalator.

 And then the story just ends.  
God gives a speech about God’s 
power, God’s ways, God’s current, 
but you never hear from Jonah 
again. 

 You’re left wondering how 
it ends for Jonah.  Left wondering 
what happens after.  You’re left 
wondering if Jonah is still running 
– up that escalator, away from God 
– or if Jonah was able to finally, 
fully, get out of his own way and 
submit himself to God’s work in his 
life.  The story lets each one of us 
fill in the final chapters ourselves. 

 Friends, the last chapters 
in your life are also yet to be 
written.  When your story ends, 
where do you want to be?  I’m not 
talking about heaven and hell.  I’m 
talking about earth.  I’m talking 
about legacy.  I’m talking about 
life.  When your final chapters are 
written, where do you want to be?  

Alone, outside of the city, angry 
at God and maybe yourself too, 
running up the escalator like a little 
kid, running up the escalator but 
not going anywhere, running up 
the escalator and so, so tired?  Or, 
would you rather be in that great 
city?  At one with yourself, with 
your neighbors, and with God.  At 
peace.  Moving to God’s current, 
riding the waves of life wherever 
God takes you, and encouraging 
others to do the same. 

 Let it be so for you and also 
for me.  Amen.  l 


