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A Reflection on:

THE SHACK
By William P. Young

(Los Angeles:windblown media, 2007.)
Jesus speaks to Mack: “Seriously, my life is not meant

to be an example to copy.

 Being my follower is not trying to be ‘like Jesus,’ 

it means for your independence to be killed.

 I came to give you life, real life, my life. (p. 149.)

God speaks to Mack: “. . . as for Missy, she has already forgiven him.”
“She has?” Mack didn’t even look up. “How could she?” 

“Because of my presence in her. 

That’s the only way true forgiveness is ever possible.”  (p. 226.)
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A Reflection on:
THE SHACK
By William P. Young

A personal observation:

The Shack was given to me last March (2008) at a Men’s Walk to Emmaus by a Table Leader who was so excited after he heard my presentation as the Spiritual Director of the Walk. I thought his excitement was about me; instead it was about this book in the context of what I said about living in relationships in order to fulfill the Divine Commandment. 

It is necessary for you to know that I am a secular-Christian Post-Modern Theologian who takes the world, and the Word, very seriously. I’m in good company as God became secular in Jesus Christ. The consequence is I’m not patient with other theological positions and usually suspicious about pietistic books. However, his enthusiasm was infectious, and I promised to read the book and to write a reflection on it since he was kind enough to give me the book.  


I couldn’t put the book down and earmarked nearly every page. Then, I copied all of the earmarked quotations, grouped and named them into 9 categories, produced a rational chart, and noted 11 personal reflections and 10 unique insights; not that I’m impressed with the book or anything.


Then, I set it aside while on summer vacation in Colorado. Since that time my pedagogical activities, writing and publication responsibilities overwhelmed me until late in January, 2009. Isn’t it shameful to leave such a promised task for 10 months? Consequently, when I picked up my notes to take with me to a Jr. High wrestling tournament to watch our grandsons wrestle, it was like picking up an old friend I had neglected. (The grandsons won all three matches and their school walked away with all the honors.) As I waited for their turn on the mats, I started to review my notes, and I could hardly contain myself because of the depth of insights. While waiting, I convinced a nearby seatmate—a confessed Christian--to read this book! 


Before I start this review, I want to pique your interest with just a few insights. 

Papa speaking to Mack: “Even if you were able, which you are not, to give me the biggest piece, that is not what I want. I want all of you and all of every part of you and your day”. (p. 207.) Post-modern theology calls this the need for full surrender.

 Papa speaking to Mack: “Guilt’ll never help you find freedom in me. The best it can do is make you try harder to conform to some ethic on the outside. I’m about the inside. (p. 187.) This is exactly the difference between Head Trip Analysis and Gut Trip Analysis. 

Papa speaking to Mack: “All evil flows from independence, and independence is your choice.” (p.190.) This concept helped me to complete a theological Gut Trip construct. It is independence (ego) that kills us while it is dependence on God experienced as Perfect At-One-Ment that awakens us to our authentic potential. Observe there is nothing moralistic or naughty in this format, guilt is treated not as a moral problem but as The Way Life Is (TWLI) or the Indicative.

Are you intrigued?


When you are, read on. 

Earth’s crammed with heaven,

And every common bush afire with God.

But only he who sees takes off his shoes;

The rest sit round it and pluck blackberries.

--Elizabeth Barrett Browning     (p. 248.)

A contextual statement

William P. Young is a Canadian raised by missionary parents in New Guinea. He testifies to experiencing his own “Shack,” and, as the back cover the book testifies, he “now enjoys the ‘wastefulness of grace’ with his family in the Pacific Northwest. This is the setting for the book. 
How the book begins—


The story is told by Willie, a friend of Mackenzie Allen Phillips, or Mack. When he was a young man with a hard beginning he explored the ministry but had too many unanswered questions. He marries Nan and they conceive five children, the youngest is Missy, about whom this story finds its purpose. 

One weekend, Nan takes the two oldest children to visit family while Mack takes the three youngsters camping in the mountains. Mack and Missy sit at a picnic table while the older boy and his sister canoe. Suddenly, the canoers are in trouble, and Mack responds as an old Life Savior while Missy colors. When the trauma is over, the older two children are safe but Missy has been abducted. Authorities find evidence of her murder in The Shack. 


Months later, Mack is invited back to The Shack by a mysterious letter. On returning he is invited to go on a journey of faith; and so will you. 
What we learn along our journey with Mackenzie—


1.
We learn that our human independence leads us astray from our divine purpose. 

2.
In the process we experience a turning—an awakening—to set us before the choice of living in dependence on God.  


3.
The anticipated results is a coming home. We are at home as we affirm there is nothing we can do about our human situations, but the relationship we take to them can transform us. 

The characters: 

Papa: A big black woman whose name is Nan’s’ familiarity for God’s name. When Mack asks why God presents herself as a black women, she responds because she didn’t want to deal with Mac’s expectations of what God should look like.


Jesus: A Middle-Eastern carpenter. Duh!


Sarayu: The Holy Spirit presented as an East-Indian woman as light as the air and collects tears in a bottle.

Mackenzie: The feature figure in this drama had once prepared by the ministry, but Mack dropped out of seminary because he had too many questions.  He is not overtly religious but is in touch with God in a secular way. 

Willy: The writer of the Foreword to the book introducing Mack as his long time friend.

The setting for the story: Labor Day weekend in Northeastern Oregon.

I.
The problem and illustration of independence


 As I reflected deeply on this story, my analysis is that the central message concerns how humans attempt to emphasize their freedom by choosing independence. The archetype of this story is Adam and Eve who are created to live in a relationship with God. However, by their disobedience and sudden awakening to their profound humanness, they are confronted by their choices to live independent of God. As the story goes, this choice has consequences, and this first couple is sent out of their personal relationship with God with no way to be restored. 


Now God has a problem. How does God become present to this proto-type of humanity? So starts the journey beginning with Abraham and finally leads to Jesus, who as the Christ becomes the manifestation of God presenting God-self to us. 


In Jesus Christ we are taught the demonstration of how to die to the barriers preventing us from living the dependent life on God. God is presented to us, and at the same time we are called back to live the dependent life.


There are more references about the human condition in The Shack than for any other point. For instance:


“When we three spoke ourself into human existence as the Son of God, we became fully human. We also chose to embrace all the limitations that this entailed. Even though we have always been present in this created universe, we now became flesh and blood. It would be like this bird, whose nature it is to fly, choosing only to walk and remain grounded. He doesn’t stop being the bird, but it does alter his experience of life significantly.” (p. 99.)

One more example: 

Declaring independence will result in evil because apart from me, you can only draw upon yourself. That is death because you have separated yourself from me: Life.” (p. 136.)
II.
The solution is: Human dependence—The nature of God and Salvation
 
Obviously, the solution to living independent of our created purpose is to live dependently. While this is so obvious, why is it so difficult to do? The reason lies at the feet of our being human/natural. Pastor Gordon Cosby, following a WWII military career as a chaplain serving in France, returned to Washington, DC, where he founded The Church of the Savior. One of the principles used for this purpose he based on an inward journey and an outward journey. It is the inward journey that Papa represents while not neglecting the outward journey. 

Another one of my all time favorite quotations is written by Howard Thurman, the friend and mentor of Martin Luther King. When King led the walk across the Selma bridge he carried a book of meditations by Thurman. He writes, “I am determined to live the outer life in the inward sanctuary. The outer life must find its meaning, the sources of its strength in the inward sanctuary. As this is done, the gulf between the outer and inner will narrow and my life will be increasingly whole and of one piece. What I do in the outer will be blessed by the holiness of the inward sanctuary; for indeed it shall all be one. (Thurman, p. 173.)

Isn’t this something to which Mother Teresa could affirm?



Our author puts it this way – 

On the nature of God:

“You do understand,” she continued,” that unless I had an object to love—or, more accurately, a someone to love—if I did not have such a relationship within myself, then I would not be capable of love at all? You would have a god who could not love. Or maybe worse, you would have a god who, when he [sic] chose, could only love as a limitation of his nature. That kind of god could possibly act without love, and that would be a disaster. And that, is sure not me.”  (p. 102.)


On the experience of Salvation:


“Mack, just because I work incredible good out of unspeakable tragedies doesn’t mean I orchestrate the tragedies. Don’t ever assume that my using something means I caused it or that I need it to accomplish my purposes. That will only lead you false notions about me. Grace doesn’t depend on suffering to exist, but where there is suffering you will find grace in many facets and colors. (p. 185.)

III.
The tools useful in living dependently on God
1.
Spirit Tools


Gut Trip Analysis posits that the inward journey leads us to Awakenment that we are creatures that are both human/natural and spiritual/surrendered. In other words we have a dual nature unlike the rest of creation that fulfills its intended creation without difficulty; if it walks like a duck, and quacks like a duck it probably is a duck; it fulfills its is-ness. To this end we humans fulfill our is-ness when we live as humane and gracious people working for justice and mercy. 


The tools for the task we find on our inner spiritual altars. Our altars were packed with all of the spiritual resources we will every need or want from the beginning of our very creation. This allows me to claim that the very resources available to the human Jesus are available to us. The difference is in the clarity of our Awakenment and our transparency to our humane and gracious purpose. 

The Shack puts it this way:


Jesus now spoke again. “Mack, I don’t want to be first among a list of values; I want to be at the center of everything. When I live in you, then together we can live through everything that happens to you.” (p. 207.)

On the tool of forgiveness:

“Finally, they were able to stand together; a father holding his son as he had never been able to before. It was then that Mack noticed the swell of a song that washed over them both, as it penetrated the holy place where he stood with his father. With arms around each other they listened, unable to speak through the tears, to the song of reconciliation that lit the night sky”. (p. 215.)
2.
The nature of relationships

There are three fundamental principles of Gut Trip Analysis. These are based on the Jewish worldview that is experiential, existential and relational. This is why Jesus can call God “Father.” Faith—surrender—is considered an emotion. On the other hand, the fundamental principles of Head Trip Analysis is founded on cognition, rationality and the objectivity of faith. The Shack treats the topic in a Gut Trip fashion as follows. Mack is speaking:

“But you gotta admit, rules and principles are simpler than relationships.”


Sarayu replies: “It is true that relationships are a whole lot messier than rules, but rules will never give you answer to the deep questions of the heart and they will never love you.”

Observe that Sarayu—the Holy Spirit—locates the deep questions in the heart and not in the head. This is Gut Trip Analysis in action. 
IV.
Illuminating the Essential Roles

1.
The Church

The experience of being The Church is the experience of gathering the Awakened in support of one another. Another Gut Trip definition is, “The church is what the church does,” and what the church does seeks to serve At-One-Ment.  When we see the church in action demonstrating At-One-Ment, there can be no doubt that we are experiencing The Church. Perhaps it is helpful to remind us that the Awakened are those who intentionally live the humane and gracious life while working for justice and mercy. It is the second part of this phrase that points to praxis or demonstration. Without people working for justice and mercy there is no church. On the other hand for a church to claim to demonstrate humane and gracious living without working for justice and mercy is a lie. 

So often people are discouraged with the church because of its hypocrisy. At moments like those the church needs to be reminded that at such moments it is NOT The Church. 


The Shack puts it this way: 


Jesus is speaking to Mack: “Mack, that’s because you’re only seeing the institution, a man-made system. That’s not what I came to build. What I see are people and their lives, a living breathing community of all those who love me, not buildings and programs.” (p. 178.) 


In another place Jesus makes the point about a universal understanding of The Church: Again Jesus stopped. “Those who love me come from every system that exists.                                                                                                      
They were Buddhists or Mormons, Baptists or Muslims, Democrats, Republicans and many who don’t vote or are not part of any Sunday morning or religious institutions. I have followers who were murders and many who were self-righteous. Some are bankers and bookies, Americans and Iraqis, Jews and Palestinians. I have no desire to make them Christian, but I do want to join them in their transformation into sons and daughters of my Papa, into my brothers and sisters, into my beloved. (p. 182.)

And again: Mack asks Jesus, “What about the institution of marriage?” 
Jesus replies, “Marriage is not an institution. It’s a relationship. . . “I’m not too big on religion,” Jesus said a little sarcastically, “and not very fond of politics or economics either. . . They are man-created trinity of terrors that ravages the earth and deceives those I care about.” (p. 179.)

2.
Judgment


Gut Trip Analysis treats judgment right up there with evil as one of the most misunderstood theological concepts. Unfortunately, the progressive church gets into trouble by announcing that judgment either doesn’t exit or it is too harsh to be representative of God’s love. Both extremes are wrong because they have forgotten about “tough love.” The interesting news is that God never has to judge us—even with tough love—because our punishment is built into our systems of behavior. My axiom for this phenomenon is, “The reward for the deed is found in the deed itself.” In fact, there is a reward that we get for both behaving ourselves as well as misbehaving. 


We drive down the highway at excessive speed and what is the anticipated reward? A red light in our rearview mirror. What is the reward for obeying the speed limit? (Catch this!) Our reward is that the neighbor who uses the road with us is pleased; we can properly feel good about ourselves and God smiles because God is our experience of Perfect At-One-Ment. You’ll note, of course, that this formula fulfills the Divine Commandment of loving neighbor, loving self and loving God. 


The Shack notes judgment in the following: 

  
Sarayu is speaking, “Mackenzie, judgment is not about destruction, but about setting things right.” (p. 169.)

Papa is talking, “All evil flows from independence and independence is your choice.” (p. 191.) 


Again it is Sarayu playing the role of the inquisitor and Mack responds, Finally he looked at her, pleading with his eyes, “Could I go instead? If you need someone to torture for eternity, I’ll go in their place. Would that work? Could I do that?” He fell at her feet, crying and begging now. “Please let me go for my children, please, I would be happy to. . . Please, I am begging you. Please. . . Please. . . “

“Mackenzie, Mackenzie,” she whispered, and her words came like a splash of cool water on a brutally hot day. He hands gently touched his cheeks as she lifted him to his feet. Looking at her through blurring tears, he could see that her smile was radiant. “Now you sound like Jesus. You judged well, Mackenzie. I am so proud of you!” (p. 163.)
V. 
Acknowledging philosophical foundations

1.
Truth and Forgiveness---

It turns out that my analysis of this story defines two philosophical foundations, yet both have the fewest quotations. And, it surprises me that while my definition of Truth is not at odds with the author, but that he begins his definition in the irrational, and I find the Truth in the indicative of The Way Life Is (TWLI). Yet, I’m certain that both of us come to the same conclusions. For Mackenzie the death of his daughter Missy opened up a doorway through which he is compelled to take. 

Regarding Truth: 

Willy speaks: “There are times when you choose to believe something that would normally be considered absolutely irrational. It doesn’t mean that it is actually irrational, but it surely is not rational. Perhaps there is suprarationality reason beyond the normal definitions of fact or data-based logic; something that only makes sense if you can see a bigger picture of reality. Maybe that is where faith fits in. (p. 67.)

In Gut Trip Analysis, the supra-rationality is not a supernatural experience, and neither is this the experience of the author of this story.  Rather, it is a wonder—an experience for which, at present, there is no rational answer; perhaps later there will be. 

Regarding Forgiveness: 

Mack is speaking: “Papa,” he cried, “how can I ever forgive that son of a bitch who killed my Missy. . . if I can’t get justice, I will want revenge.” 


“Mack, for you to forgive this man is for you to release him to me and allow me to redeem him.”



“Redeem him?. . . I don’t want you to redeem him! I want you to hurt him, to punish him, to put him in hell. . . “


Papa waited patiently for the emotions to ease.


“I’m stuck, Papa, I just can’t forget what he did can I?” Mack implored.


“Forgiveness is not about forgetting, Mack. It is about letting go of another person’s throat.”  (p. 224.) 


A little later in the conversation: 


“I do not love him.”


“Not today, you don’t. But I do, Mack, not for what he’s become, but for the broken child that has been twisted by his pain. I want to help you take on that nature that finds more power in love and forgiveness than hate. . . .” 

“So does that mean. . . that if I forgive this man, then I let him play with Kate or my first granddaughter?”


“Mackenzie,” Papa was strong and firm, “I already told you that forgiveness does not create a relationship. Unless people speak the truth about what they have done and change their mind and behavior, a relationship of trust is not possible. When you forgive someone you certainly release them from judgment, but without true change, no real relationship can be established.” (p. 125.)

Just a little later in the same conversation. 

Papa continues, “Mackenzie, forgiveness does not excuse anything. Believe me, the last thing this man is, is free. And you have no duty to justice in this. I will handle that. And as for Missy she has already forgiven him.”


“She has?” Mack didn’t even look up. “How could she?” 

“Because of my presence in her. That’s the only way true forgiveness is ever possible.” (p. 226.) 
2.
Rights---


The second foundational principle of the author concerns the rights that belong naturally to an authentic human person. Gut Trip assumes we have the indicative permission to fulfill our intended creation for living the humane and gracious life. In fact, we do not have the right to do anything else. 

The story records this single poignant statement:

Sarayu and Mack are conversing; Mack could feel his control getting away as he drove his shovel in hard, “Didn’t Missy have a right to be protected?”


 “No, Mack, A child is protected because she is loved, not because she has a right to be protected.” 


That stopped him. Somehow, what Sarayu had just been saying seemed to turn the whole world upside down, and he was struggling to find some footing. Surely there were some rights that he could legitimately hold on to. “But what about. . . “


 “Rights are where survivors go, so that they won’t have to work our relationships, she cut in.”


“But, if I gave up. . . “


“Then you would begin to know the wonder and adventure of living in me,” she interrupted him again.


Mack was getting frustrated. He spoke louder, “But don’t I have the right to. . . “


“To complete a sentence without being interrupted? No, you don’t. Not in reality. But as long as you think so, you will surely get ticked off when someone cuts you off, even if it is God.” 


He was stunned and stood up. Staring at her, not knowing whether to rage or laugh. Sarayu smiled at him. “Mackenzie, Jesus did hold on to any rights; he willingly became a servant and lives out of his dependent life he opened a door that would allow  you to live free enough to give up your rights.”  (pp. 136-137.)
VI.
Helpful and affirmative insights

1.
Facts and Truth— from Willy, the context-setter:
Suffice it to say that while some things may not be scientifically provable, they can still be true nonetheless.  (p. 12.)

2.
The legend at Multnomah Falls--  Excerpt: 


Missy usually loved the telling, almost as much as Mack did. It had all the elements of a true redemption story, not unlike the story of Jesus that she knew so well. It centered on a father who loved his only child and a sacrifice foretold by a prophet. Because of love, the child willingly gave up her life to save her betrothed and their tribes from certain death. (p. 29 -- The legend is told on pages, pp. 27 – 29.)
3.
Love and relationship-- Papa is speaking to Mack: 

“All love and relationship is possible for you only because it already exists within Me, within God myself. Love is not the limitation; love is the flying. I am love”. . . .”You do understand,” she continued, “that unless I had an object to love—or, more accurately, a someone to love—if I did not have such a relationship within myself, then I would not be capable of love at all? You would have a god who could not love. Or maybe worse, you would have a god who, when he chose, could only love as a limitation of his nature. That kind of god could possibly act without love, and that would be a disaster. And that, is surely not me.”  (pp. 101 – 102)


An observation. The thing that attracts me to such statements as these is that they are presented in the indicative. They are descriptive without making moral or imperative statements. 

4. 
On the Trinity-- Mack is talking to Jesus:

“Don’t you have a chain of command? . . ." 

“Chain of command?” That sounds ghastly,” Jesus said. . .
”Mackenzie, we have not a concept of final authority among us, only unity. We are in a circle of relationship, not a chain of command. . . We don’t need power over the other because we are always looking out for the best. Hierarchy would make no sense among us. . . . Humans are so lost and damaged that to you it is almost incomprehensible that people could work or live together without someone being in charge.” (p. 122.)
5.
On independence and dependence-- Sarayu is speaking to Mack:


“For any created being, autonomy is lunacy. Freedom involves trust and obedience inside a relationship of love.” (p. 132.)

6.
On rights-- Sarayu is speaking to Mack: 

“Mackenzie, Jesus didn’t hold on to any rights; he willingly became a servant and lives out of his relationship to Papa. He gave up everything, so that by his dependent life he opened a door that would allow you to live free enough to give up your rights.” (p. 137.)
7.
On dependence– Jesus and Mack are speaking:


Mack asks, “Is there any way out of this?”
 Jesus replies, “It is so simple, but never easy for you. By returning. By turning back to me. By giving up your ways of power and manipulation and just come back to me. Women, in general, will find it difficult to turn from a man and stop demanding that he meets their needs, provides security, and protects their identify, and return to me. Men, in general, find it very hard to turn from the works of their hands, their own quests for power and security and significance, and return to me.”  (p. 147.)

8. 
On power— Jesus and Mack are speaking:


Jesus observes, “Power in the hands of independent humans, be they men or women, does corrupt.”  (p. 148.)

9.
On human roles— Jesus and Mack are speaking:


Jesus explains: “I came as a man to complete a wonderful picture in how we made you. From the first day we hid the woman within the man, so that at the right time we could remove her from within him. We didn’t create man to live alone; she was purposed from the beginning. By taking her out of him, he birthed her in a sense. We created a circle of relationship, like our own, but for humans. She, out of him, and now all the males, including me, birthed through her, and all originating, or birthed, from God.” (p. 148.)    
10.
The death of our independence— Mack and Jesus are talking:


Jesus speaks: “Mack, just like love, submission is not something that you can do, especially not on your own. Apart from my life inside of you, you can’t submit to Nan, or your children, or anyone else in your life, including Papa.”


“You mean,” Mack interjected a little sarcastically, “that I can’t just ask, ‘What Would Jesus Do’?”


Jesus chuckled. “Good intentions, bad idea. Let me know how it works for you, if that’s that way you choose to go.” He paused and grew sober. “Seriously, my life was not meant to be an example to copy. Being my follower is not trying to ‘be like Jesus,’ it means for your independence to be killed. I came to give you life, real life, my life.” (p. 149.)

11.
Universality of Christ— Jesus and Mack are talking:


Jesus speaks: “Those who love me come from every system that exists. They were Buddhists or Mormons, Baptists or Muslims, Democrats, Republicans and many who don’t vote or are not part of any Sunday morning or religious institutions. I have followers who were murderers and many who were self-righteous. Some are bankers and bookies. American and Iraqis, Jews and Palestinians. I have no desire to make them Christian, but I do want to join them in their transformation into sons and daughters of my Papa, into my brothers and sisters, in my Beloved.” 

“Does that mean,” asked Mack, ”that all roads will led to you?”


“Not at all,” smiled Jesus. . . “most roads don’t lead anywhere. What it does mean is that I will travel any road to find you.” (Embolding mine, p. 182.)
VII.
Personal Reflections and Learnings
1.
This story and the authors are held in high regard—


As I indicated at the beginning of this review I am suspicious of “Christian” books because a lot of them on not very good reading and the majority of them are not good Christian theology. While I have some reservations about this book, I must confess that the theology is remarkable. So much of it supports Gut Trip Analysis, the study method that I invented. I suppose this is why I like it since it supports my own prejudices. 

The understanding concerning the nature and activity of God supports my concept of God as the experience of Perfect At-One-Ment. Here, the authors speak of God in relationship; that will do. 


The story is about forgiveness and redemption. Both of these spiritual dimensions are foundation stones in Gut Trip Analysis where forgiveness is treated as getting ourselves back into synch with the Divine Commandment, and where redemption is treated as living the awakened life to fulfilling our created purpose of living the humane and gracious life while working for justice and mercy; isn’t this the fundamental issue in the Golden Rule. Certainly, it is impossible for humanity to live the humane and gracious life without forgiveness and the awakened life is lived so that justice and mercy is accomplished. 

2.
Some weaknesses observed—

This is a Jesus-ology and not a Christology:


Gut Trip Analysis draws a clear distinction between Jesus and The Christ. The Christ is universal—a topic vividly supported on page 182. Gut Trip Analysis pushes this point that Christ who is experienced as both the Sacrificial Spirit and as a Good Shepherd, both willing to lay down their lives for us, and the role model of the kind of surrender we are to put into practice. In this regard, Jesus is the Awakened One who fully embraces the necessity for us to die to our independence and live fully in profound obedience and dependence on God who is experienced as Perfect At-One-Ment. 


A Christology is the study of how we fulfill our intended creation. A cow is a cow, and a cow has no problem in fulfilling its created is-ness.  We humans do have trouble which is why this book is written to illustrate the kind of death necessary for us to become humane in the way our creation is intended. 


To say this book is a Jesus-ology is not a critical statement, but rather a descriptive one. 

The objectification of the Trinity leads to illusions about the persona of God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit: 


One of the theological hobby-horses I frequently ride concerns the problem of making our old Christian Code words objects to be studied (Head Trip Analysis) instead of experiences (Gut Trip Analysis.) For the purposes of this book, the Trinity is made into objects, or made anthropomorphisms of God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit. I grant you that Jesus is a human subject, but the purpose of Jesus is to reveal the presence of Christ. 


It can be appreciated that this is a story about the work of the Trinity, and many people will take it literally, but they need take it in a figurative way. 
This is a fanciful tale:


Along this same argument is that this material is an allegory. The caveat is that many people, stilling living in the “Modern” paradigm, may want to take this material as the literal truth. While nothing could be farther from the truth, it is the truth. (I’ll let you figure that out yourself.) Willy, the story teller in this tale, makes this point in “The Forward,” that truth does not always need to be facts. I agree.

The fallacy of assuming that Adam and Eve story is not a myth   (See page. 191.)


I know it is dangerous to talk about “myth” because when people hear this word they shut off their hearing and their minds. Theologians use this term to say something that is so true that it can not be said in any other way except through a story, allegory or metaphor. The Adam and Eve myth is a part of series of stories beginning in Genesis 1 through 11. The purpose of this material is to lay the foundation for WHY humans became human. Note none of these stories tell us HOW humans became human; that is for science to explore. We humans became authentically human in order to fulfill our intended creation which is to live the humane and gracious life. In these stories we failed often, we missed the mark, and we still do. But this is what created the necessity for the Jesus story which is the story of my life and of yours too. 

These stories take us from our beginning as humane creatures that are living in dependence on the creator, and then it describes our willingness to choose to live independently from the creator. Papa put is this way, “That’s why you’re here, Mack,” she continued. “I want to heal the wound that has grown inside of you, and between us.” (p. 92.)

While this point is minor and not fatal to the story, it is one place that the story could be strengthened. 

Love is not something added on to life, love is that which already is within us:

The argument I have with this story is the assumption that love is something that is added on to life. I can affirm that the explanation that Sarayu gives to Mack about the relationship between the three of them has no chain of command because each is dedicated to looking out for the other even at their own expense. This is beautiful because it tell us who they are; they are Love. This exactly fulfills our created purpose. Mother Teresa is a perfect example of one who daily prayed to be relieved of any ego, and Paul attested that he was a nothing in order that Christ can be everything. Consequently, my concern lies not in the Trinity but in us as human beings. 

Love is not something that is added on to life. We humans are created TO BE LOVE, WE ARE LOVE! Our main problem is that we forget this is true. Consequently, the story of our faith is the story of our awakening to this reality.

2.
Some strengths discussed

The Human Situation: the Great Sadness:


The theology of Gut Trip Analysis begins in the Human Situation. This is why I am more than a bit sensitive about how the Genesis accounts are treated; they explain WHY we became human after failing to live the humane life. The same is true of the Jesus story. The Shack drives home this point in many fine ways; the whole story is dedicated to it and names this experience “The Great Sadness.” How descriptive. 

Moving from independence to dependence:


Once this transformation is understood, the book may stand alone in describing the necessity for this movement. We humans are created to live in dependence on God. Our failure is in our Free Will to choose to live independently from God. 
The Way Life Is (TWLI) is supported:


Gut Trip Analysis supports the book’s definition of the human situation and defines it as The Way Life Is, or TWLI; this is living in the indicative rather than in the imperative or moralistic stance. 

First, the confession begins by accepting that life itself victimizes us. All of us in some way are victimized. The answer to this human situation is that while victimized we all have a choice of either being victims or victors. Christian maturity is learning to know the difference. If an individual is born with only one leg, that person has the choice to either be a one-legged old grouch, or to be the best one-legged dancer in town. 

One of the difficulties we face as Christian pastors is that the majority of our congregational membership believes we are victims to our circumstances rather than victors. We assign power to every attack that life gives to us. Even our insurance companies affirm that major tragedies of life—fire, flood, earthquakes and tornados—are “acts of God.” Whoa! This is not the truth! Each of these things can be laid at the feet of TWLI!. Sometimes I assign such activities to Mother Nature, but in today’s gender conscious world—and I’m one of them—it’s naughty to make such distinctions. It is better to lay all such tragedies at the feet of TWLI. 

Why did my son die of leukemia at 20? TWLI is responsible. Why did my niece recently show up with breast cancer? TWLI is responsible. Why did the planes on 9/ll fly into the buildings and into the ground? TWLI is responsible. The axiom can be applied, “If it can happen, it will!” No one is being punished, no one deserves any of this. God can only provide good for us and creation, while TWLI comes along to deny us the good things for which we are created. The circumstances of life are just that, a-moral circumstances. In the story in this book, why does Missy get abducted and murdered? TWLI!. 


This book does a good work for us by helping people come to grips that life victimizes us, but we have the choice to either be victims or victors. The Jesus story is that we can be victors.

The inward journey in our spiritual caves:


Mackenzie experiences the following:                            

As he followed it, the brightness at the entrance behind him faded and was replaced by a faint luminosity reflecting off the walls from somewhere ahead.


Within a hundred feet, the tunnel turned abruptly to his left and Mack found himself standing at the edge of what he assumed as a huge cavern, although initially it seemed to be only vast empty space. (p. 152.)

At this time in the story, Mack is confronted within the depths of this cavern a voice that never identifies herself but calls him to judgment. But it is not Mack who is judged, but rather he is to be the judge. 

The point I want to make here is the image of the cave used by the writers. This is one sign they are searching the vocabulary of the Post-Modern worldview which uses deep, inward-reaching images, as opposed to out-ward reaching images such a heaven. Heaven, used in this fashion, is an image that is left-over from the Modern Era that has not passed over into this new age. 


I find this affirming because it is this image of the cavern or cave that I have used for the last 25 years in my own search of Post-Modern idioms. Finding that this is the place of judgment is one more refreshing image. As much as I have thought through the event of Judgment, I’ve not clearly associated this activity with the spiritual cave, but why not? In the old Modern paradigm, judgment is associated with events in heaven, of course in the new Post-Modern paradigm, it is in the spiritual cave where we experience judgment. 

Like the experience of Mack, Gut Trip Analysis treats the judgment of God not as something that happens to us, but something that is required of us. In our story, Mack is required to play God and to select two of Mack’s children to spend eternity in Heaven, while the others are sent to eternity in hell. 


(A parenthetical note: The objective reality of these places is distinctly located in the Modern paradigm. In the Post-Modern paradigm heaven is not a place but a relationship with Perfect At-One-Ment (God) that is eternal. Hell is to deny our human existence that is dependent on God. Apparently, Gut Trip Analysis is closer to the perceived theology of the book than the book itself.)

As a reviewer I should not share this much of this section of the book, but I am compelled because it is so poignant. Concerning the judgment on his children Mack responds:

“I can’t do this,” he said louder and more vehemently.


“You must,” she said again, her voice softer.


“I…will . . not. . . do . . this!” Mack yelled, his blood boiling hot inside him.


“You must,” she whispered.


“I can’t. I can’t. I won’t!” he screamed, and now the words and emotions came tumbling out. . . “Could I go instead?. . .Please let me go for my children, please, I would be happy to. Please. I am begging you. . .” 


“Mackenzie, Mackenzie,” she whispered, and her words came like a splash of cool water on a brutally hot day. . .”Now you sound like Jesus.” You have judged well, Mackenzie. I am so proud of you!”  (p. 163.)

YES! When we live out of the resources of our spiritual cave, we discover two very valuable things. First, this dark cave is where God lives. Second, it is within our spiritual caves that we find our Altar of Spiritual Resources. Here we find every resource that was available to Jesus is available to us. This is what made Jesus The Christ, and it is what makes us “little Christs” as well—to quote Martin Luther. 
----------------
Young, William P.,  The Shack,  Los Angeles:Windblown Media,  2007.
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