32 The Upside-Down Kingdom

But such bypasses are not fair to us or to Jesus. We first need to hear
his story before we decide how to respond.

The remarkable thing about our attempts to understand the
kingdom is the way we dice it into categories. Our questions easily
fragment it into bits and pieces. Is the kingdom present or future,
we ask. Personal or social? Abstract or concrete? Earthly or heavenly?
Spiritual or political? A gift from God or enacted by us?

Our human propensity to pull the kingdom apart into logical
categories shreds its integrity. Indeed the kingdom of God in its
fullness shatters our puny human categories. It’s not an either/or, a
yes/no. It’s all the above—both/and. It is indeed God’s kingdom,
not ours!

We want to understand it, examine it, and analyze it. But God
enjoins us to enter it. God calls us to turn our backs on the king-
doms of this world and embrace an upside-down world.
Underlying all Jesus’ teaching about the kingdom is a call to
respond. He invites us not to study but to join; not to dissect but
to enter. What will we do with it? How will we respond?

2

Mountain Politics

Triple Snares

The synoptic writers report that three right-side-up options lured
Jesus before he launched the upside-down kingdom. His three-
prong temptation was a forty-day ordeal. The number forty repre-
sents trial and oppression in Hebrew history. The flood lasted forty
days and nights and the Hebrews wandered in the wilderness forty
years. Moses was up on the mountain forty days and nights and
Goliath taunted the Israelites for the same block of time. Regardless
of the actual numbers of days, the number forty signaled agonizing
choices for Jesus.

Five key symbols in the temptation story help to unpack its
meaning—bread, devil, desert, mountain, and temple.! Each symbol
recalls key episodes in Hebrew history. The devil, threat to holiness,
brings things to utter ruin. The Israclites faced many temptations in
the harsh desert where they ate bread (manna) from heaven. God
revealed the Ten Commandments to them on a high mountain. And
eventually, God dwelled in the holy temple.

Mark gives no information about Jesus’ test, but Matthew and
Luke (both in chapter 4) agree that he struggled with three snares
symbolized by the mountain, the temple, and the bread. These
options formed the legs of a stool. Upon it Jesus could have sat as
a powerful political Messiah. The temptation points to a right-side-
up kingdom encompassing the three big social institutions of his
day: political (mountain), religious (temple), and economic
(bread).2

Social institutions are the established social patterns that orga-
nize a particular aspect of society. Economic institutions, for
instance, include a web of rules that govern financial activity by
specifying rates of interest and the rights of creditors and debtors.
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