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The Shack by William P. Young is a hugely successful novel.  Currently #1 in one category of the The New York Times best seller list, The Shack recounts a father’s fictional experience of tragedy in the loss of his daughter, and healing in a unique encounter with God.  The book has resonated with many Christians.  However, I would like to ask, “Is this novel biblically faithful?”  Ultimately I have to answer ‘No.’

The Shack does present a heart-wrenching story of the reality of tragedy even in the life of a Christian.  Fostering pain, questions, and doubt, the unspeakable evils that affect everyday people are highlighted in honest fashion throughout the book.  The Shack wrestles with the love of God, forgiveness, and several other topics which everyone should explore in light of the Bible.  However, the problems with The Shack outweigh the solutions that it provides.  
First, The Shack diminishes the power of the Bible, characterizing it as God’s Word being ‘reduced to paper.’ (65)  Paul however considers the Bible “able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus.” (2 Timothy 3:15)

Second, The Shack presents a muted and sometimes confusing lesson on salvation.  Is Mack saved before or during his time at the shack?  When did Mack’s abusive and alcoholic father find salvation in Christ? (215)  How does someone know if he is saved?  These questions do not have clear answers.  For a Christian novel, salvation in Jesus Christ should be the primary matter for clarification.

Third, The Shack is consistently skeptical of formal religious education.  Mack’s miraculous encounter with God is ‘genuine,’ while his seminary education was ‘unhelpful’ and even ‘counterproductive.’ (pages 65, 91, 198)  Our churches are certainly better off with biblically educated clergy, all things being equal.

Fourth, the most serious objection to The Shack is the author’s highly presumptuous and erroneous depiction of God’s nature in the Trinity.  The author presents God in ways that He has never presented Himself in biblical history: the Father and the Holy Spirit as embodied people (1 John 4:12; John 4:24), as women, and as comfortably approachable (Exodus 33:20; Isaiah 6:1ff).  Though the author is correct in asserting that God is “neither male nor female” (93) in His nature, Young is wrong in implying that masculine characterizations are simply a product of “religious conditioning.” (93)  God has uniformly revealed Himself in the Bible with the masculine pronoun (one or two metaphors of a hen not withstanding).  The author then justifies his switch with reasons that have no biblical warrant (94).  What makes this fictional work particularly troubling is that it often takes on the form of a sermon.  It clearly is Young’s intention to teach the reader about God.
The Shack is errant precisely at the heart of the Bible’s most important message: who God is.  A Christian is better off with the Bible, and good, biblically informed books like Suffering and the Sovereignty of God by John Piper or Father, Son, and Holy Spirit by Bruce Ware.

