Book Review of ‘The Shack’
The fiction book, ‘the Shack’ by author William P. Young has been a best- seller in the Christian fiction market for some time. Because this is a book that many Christians are reading and talking about, I decided to read it for myself and see what the buzz is all about.  Let me give a brief overview of the book and then we’ll give a few theological reflections upon it.
‘The Shack’ easily grabs your attention as it opens with a scene of tragedy: a father at a campsite with his three children.  Two are down at the lake in a canoe and tip the canoe over and yell for help.  The father leaves his young daughter, around the age of six at the camper, only to return and find her missing.  It later turns out that she has been abducted by a serial killer and murdered at a remote location.  
At this point, it seems clear that the writer has no intention of skirting around difficult issues of faith.  He positions the reader so that one is faced point blank with the stark reality of evil and suffering in our world.  At this juncture I felt that the book had much potential to be a useful and insightful work in grappling with faith and the problem of suffering in a wicked world.  But, in my estimation, the book falls far short in delivering the expected goods.

‘The Shack’ moves on from the scene of tragedy and begins to chronicle the father’s journey as he wrestles with and tries to come to terms with the ‘great sadness’ that he has been living with now for the last four years.  In the story ‘Mack’ finds a mysterious note in his mailbox where he is invited to come and meet with God at the shack – the place in the mountains where his daughter was killed. He goes to the shack and while there, has an encounter with the triune God.  This experience is designed to help heal his wounded soul and enable him to come to terms with the ‘great sadness’.  He learns of God’s unfailing love for him through it all.  That is the basic story line – so far so good.  

However, while I might find myself sympathetic with the general message the author tries to convey, I also found myself being quite disturbed with some of the liberties he took with theological truth.  In fact, I would argue that in many ways, his portrayal of the three members of the Trinity and his statements made in reflection upon the church reflected a carelessness with weighty theological truths that ultimately overshadowed the message he intended.  

A common word of praise often spoken about ‘The Shack’ is that it sort of ‘takes God out of the box’, meaning that it causes us to think of God in a different manner than we are accustomed.  My question is: ‘If the Shack causes us to think about God differently, are we supposed to think of God in these ways?  If I think about God in these ways, will it help me spiritually?  More importantly will it help me appreciate and worship ‘the God who is’ – the God of the Bible, more?  It will not do to say that I came away from ‘The Shack’ with an increased vision of God if that picture of God is erroneous and contrary to His nature.  In the Scriptures it is no small matter as to how one is to think of God.  More on that in a minute.
In William P. Young’s story, God the Father shows up at the shack as a large African American woman who makes pancakes for Mack and teaches him about life, providing other perspectives on the ‘great sadness’.  Jesus is portrayed as a Jewish carpenter, and the Holy Spirit as an Asian woman who comes and goes.  
There is an obvious attempt to portray the God of the Bible.  The only religion that believes in a Trinitarian deity is the Christian faith.  But - what about portraying God as a woman?  In the Scriptures, God reveals Himself to us as our ‘Heavenly Father’ [Matt. 6:9, I Pet. 1:17, etc.].  Do we have the right to incarnate Him in a mother figure?  
When I come to the Scriptures – I find that God is very particular about how He wants us to view Him.  For example, He forbade Israel from representing Him as a golden calf or in the form of any idol.  The message behind the 2nd Commandment was clear: God wants us to think of Him as He is – not in any old way we choose.  To misrepresent Him is to dishonor Him.  If I were to return home to my parent’s home and find that they have removed all my pictures and have replaced them with pictures of my childhood friend Larry, I would be a little disturbed.  Further, if they began to point to those pictures and refer to them as pictures of their son, I would be even more unsettled.  You get the idea.  

When we point to things and say, ‘that’s a picture of God’, we need to make sure we are on solid ground.  While ‘The Shack’ is not attempting to craft an idol – it is attempting to portray God in a way that will usefully enhance the faith of the readers.  My contention is that our faith is better served by keeping our understanding of God in line with the revelation of Scripture where God Himself has spoken and revealed Himself to us.  The more our own personal ideas about God depart from truth, the more our lives will reflect those errors in our actions and decisions.  
When we read the Scriptures, it is there that we find out about the real Heavenly Father who dwells in unapproachable light, whose very being is pure holiness, and who promises to judge the world in its wickedness.  We also find that this particular Father in mercy and love sent His Son into the world to die on the cross for sinners – to conquer sin and death – to make all things new and bring in an everlasting kingdom where righteousness dwells.  That is God’s answer to the problem of evil and is a truth well worth pondering in the face of the world’s tragic displays of moral evil.  Unfortunately, those truths are hard to find in ‘The Shack’.
