Mad at God

I knelt down next to my bed, ten years old, and once more
poured out my heart to God. “God, please heal me! You know how
much I hate having polio, I hate limping, I hate going to
physical therapy every week, I hate the surgeries, I hate the
way people stare at me because of how I walk. I hate that no
one could love me with polio. I hate this, God! I know You can
take it away—please let me wake up tomorrow morning all healed
and restored!” Once again, I fell asleep, hopeful that God had
heard me and He was able to snap His fingers or wiggle His
nose or however He did miracles. And in the morning, once
again, I discovered that during the night God had done
absolutely nothing.

And I was FURIOUS!

“You're God! This 1is an easy one for You! What's wrong with
You that You won’t do something so easy as healing me???”
Then, my little ten-year-old heart gasped, “I'm mad at God!
People aren’t supposed to get mad at God!” And I gathered up
my explosive anger and stuffed it into the emotional basement
of my heart, along with all the other times I had begged God
to heal me . . . and His silent inactivity kept saying no.

Once I trusted Christ as a college student, a wise woman saw
my heart full of anger, bitterness and resentment, and prayed
that God would show me my heart, knowing that my anger at God
was a far bigger problem than legs that don’t work right.
Remembering this ten-year-old memory, and the awareness there
were a lot more just like it, was an answer to her prayer.

So I prayed, “God, I don’'t have a clue what to do. My heart 1is
full of anger, bitterness and resentment. I am angry at You,
Lord, because You won’t give me what I want. I’'ve never heard
a message on ‘What to do when you’re so mad at God you want to
spit in His face.’ Please show me what to do about it.”
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God understands why we get angry at Him, just as a parent,
possessing adult perspective, understands why a child gets
angry at her. That adult understanding allows the parent to
experience—and to show—grace toward a child tormented by angry
confusion and a juvenile sense of entitlement to what he or
she wants. Just as a child can’t possibly see the big picture,
much less a parent’s motive and intention, that’s why we get
mad at God.

It's about what we can’t see. And God understands.

He knows we cannot see anything but the pain and frustration
of the moment. We can’t see the reason(s) God is allowing us
to suffer. We can’t see the greater evil that a loving
heavenly Father is preventing us from experiencing through the
lesser evil of pain in that moment. Or season. We can’t know
what’s going on the spirit realm, just as Balaam’s donkey
(Numbers 23) saw the angel of the Lord blocking their path
with a sword but Balaam didn’t, and he unrighteously punished
the donkey.

We can’t see the eternal weight of glory (2 Cor.
4:17) and beauty that God is creating in our
souls through our pain and suffering, and He
usually doesn’t tell us. But He did tell my
friend Ann. In prayer one day she had a body
memory of being sexually assaulted by a man who
had paid her father for the right to have access to his little
girl. She asked Jesus about what felt like a heavy blanket
over her during the abuse. He gave her a mental picture of
Himself lying protectively on top of her, taking into Himself
much of the violence of the assault. Ann saw that before the
man could even touch her, he had to go through Jesus as her
shield, protecting her from the worst of the assault. In
answer to her heart’s cry of “Why?”, the Lord told her, “You
are My precious gem. My Father’'s hand is on the chisel,
creating unimaginable beauty in you. He has used every assault
on you to create yet another facet of a brilliant jewel. I




promise, when you see yourself in heaven, you will say, ‘It
was totally worth it."'”

Now, I do realize that many people would gladly choose a less
highly polished gem over the pain of abuse and suffering, but
this was deeply encouraging to my wise and mature friend. I
have watched God use her in mighty ways to minister hope and
comfort to others in pain because of her willingness to
relinquish her anger at what happened to her and trust God to
bring good out of evil, to work all things together for good
in her life (Rom. 8:28).

When I prayed, “God please show me what to do about my anger,”
He answered by teaching me about His sovereignty. I learned
that a good and loving God is always in control, and nothing
can touch me without His express permission. His perfect love
and purpose for me—and His kingdom—is a shield around me (Ps.
28:7). By the time anything reaches me, whether it is a polio
virus that crippled me for life or the disappointment of
living in a fallen world, it has His fingerprints all over it.
He taught me that all the available facts are not all the
facts. He taught me that I can only see a tiny sliver of the
whole picture that He sees, and I need to trust His goodness
with what I don’t see.

There’s more to the story, but you can read that here.

What do we do when we’re so mad at God we want to spit in His
face? Repent of the wrong belief that we see the whole
picture, and choose to trust the God who sees everything and
has a purpose in it.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue bohlin/mad at god on August 14,
2013.
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Watching Transformation
Happen

Last week I was privileged to attend the annual Exodus
Conference along with a thousand people coming out of
homosexuality, as well as some family members and people like
myself who minister to them. Nothing has built my faith in the
power and the loving heart of our life-changing God like my
decade-long involvement in this kind of ministry.

I got to experience the power of answered prayer as I stood in
worship with a divorced couple whom I have known online for
several years but met at the conference. The husband had gone
AWOL for the past year, choosing to pursue his feelings
instead of his identity as a beloved child of His Father. He
told me “something” kept drawing him back into the light: with
a smile, I told him that Jesus has His hook in his heart
because he belongs to Jesus! And there he was, reconnecting
with his God and his wife 1in worship and the beauty of
repentance.

I got to hear the testimony of a beloved young woman, deeply
wounded, whom I have watched soften and become so much like
her Jesus over the past several years. As we were singing the
words “Sin had left a crimson stain, He washed it white as
snow,” she suddenly and violently experienced the memory of
being a sexually abused five-year-old, sitting in the tub with
blood everywhere. In the pain of that moment, the Father met
her there with the same words He had spoken to Sy Rogers, that
evening'’s speaker, about his sexual abuse: “Daddy sees, and
Daddy’'s sorry.” As His compassionate love washed over her,
healing came.

And I got to see actual physical transformation in a dear lady
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with whom I have been walking out her repentance from
lesbianism. As she has dared to believe that God really means
everything in His word, especially about His love for her and
how He sees her as a precious, beautiful, beloved daughter,
change has come. She has gone to great lengths to drink in her
Abba’s love in intimate ways (and has taught me what that can
look like in the process). Halfway through the week, she
caught a glimpse of herself in a plate glass window and was
amazed to realize that her posture had changed: she was
walking more upright and confidently, assured that she was “a
real person” (her words). At the end of the week, she said she
believed the change in her was permanent and lasting. She
finally feels solid, not hollow. That’s the power of God’s
healing love.

And that’s why it is such a joyful privilege for me to serve
people whose thorn in the flesh 1is unwanted same-sex
attractions. As their SSA drives them to Jesus, transformation
happens.

And it is beautiful.

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/watching-transformation-happen/ on July 21,
2009.

Giving Can Improve Your
Health; Science Says So

Want happiness and fulfillment in life? Then practice giving,
advises an influential medical professor.

It really is good to be good, claims Stephen Post, Ph.D.,
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professor at Case Western Reserve University School of
Medicine. Science says it is so.

Post and coauthor Jill Neimark present evidence in their
recent book, Why Good Things Happen to Good People.{l} As head
of an institute supported by philanthropist Sir John
Templeton{2}, Post has funded over fifty studies [related to
giving] at forty-four major universities. He'’s convinced that
giving is essential for optimum physical and mental health in
a fragmented society.

Post says research has produced remarkable findings: Giving
protects overall health twice as much as aspirin protects
against heart disease. If pharmaceutical companies could
charge for giving, we might see ads for Give Back instead of
Prozac, he speculates. One program, Rx: Volunteer, has some
California HMO physicians giving volunteerism prescriptions to
their Medicare patients.

A1l You Need is Love?

Post and Neimark say around 500 scientific studies demonstrate
that unselfish love can enhance health. For instance, Paul
Wink, a Wellesley College psychologist, studied University of
California Berkeley data that followed about two hundred
people every decade since the 1920s. Giving during high school
correlated with good mental and physical health across life
spans. Givers experienced these benefits regardless of the
warmth of their families, he found.

Other research says that giving correlates with lower teen
depression and suicide risk and with lower depression among
the elderly. Studies at Stanford and elsewhere found links
between frequent volunteering and delaying death. Post says
giving even trumps receiving when it comes to reducing
mortality.

Give more; enjoy life and live longer? Maybe, as Jesus



famously said, “It 1s more blessed to give than to
receive.”{3}

IlTlustrations abound of givings personal benefits. Millard
Fuller, a millionaire, gave away much of his wealth at age
thirty. He and his wife, Linda, sold their business and
affiliated with Koinonia Farm, a Georgia Christian community.
They built houses in Zaire and then founded Habitat for
Humanity in 1976 to help needy people build affordable homes.
Fuller’s goal was to eliminate poverty housing from the face
of the earth. Get rid of shacks!

Today Habitat volunteers have constructed over 225,000 houses,
helping over a million people in over 3,000 communities
worldwide. Countless volunteers attest to the personal
satisfaction their involvement brings.

From Playmate to Orphan Care

Post and Neimark relate an intriguing tale of a former Playboy
model who has devoted her life to helping poor kids in Haiti.
Susan Scott Krabacher’s childhood helped her connect with the
hurting children she now serves. Sexual abuse, her mother’s
psychiatric breakdown, multiple foster homes, and her
brother’s suicide took their emotional toll. In her late
teens, she became a Playboy centerfold and moved into the
Playboy mansion.

Ten years of playing mixed with depression. Eventually she
reconnected with the faith of her youth. Observing Haiti’s
poverty prompted her to learn more of the biblical take on
life. The foundation she and her husband started runs three
orphanages for 2,300 children. “I work long hours,” Krabacher
notes, “put up with unbelievable sacrifice, bury too many
children, and get no compensation but love, which is the
greatest freedom you can know and the most important thing in
the world.”



Post would agree. Do you desire happiness, love, safety,
security, loyal friends, true connection, or a benevolent and
hopeful world? He has one answer: Give. Youll be happier,
healthier, and live longer. Love cures, wrote the esteemed
psychiatrist Karl Menninger. It cures both the ones who give
it and the ones who receive it.

Notes

1. Stephen Post, Ph.D., and Jill Neimark, Why Good Things
Happen to Good People (New York: Broadway Books, 2007),
www .whygoodthingshappen. com.

2. Institute for Research on Unlimited Love:
www.unlimitedloveinstitute.org.

3. Acts 20:35 NASB.
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Giving Can Be Good for You:
Science Says So

“A1l You Need is Love”

Do you want happiness and fulfillment in life? Then practice
giving, advises an influential medical professor.

“It really is good to be good,” claims Stephen Post, PhD.,
professor at Case Western Reserve University School of
Medicine. “Science says it is so.”{1}

Post and coauthor Jill Neimark present evidence in their book,
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Why Good Things Happen to Good People. The institute Post
heads has funded “over fifty studies [related to giving] at
forty-four major universities.”{2} He’s convinced that giving
is essential for optimum physical and mental health in a
fragmented society.

Post says research has produced remarkable findings: “Giving
protects overall health twice as much as aspirin protects
against heart disease.” If pharmaceutical companies could
charge for giving, we might see ads for “Give Back” instead of
“Prozac,” he speculates. One program, “Rx: Volunteer,” has
some California HMO physicians giving volunteerism
“prescriptions” to their Medicare patients.{3}

Post and Neimark say around five hundred scientific studies
demonstrate that unselfish love can enhance health. For
instance, Paul Wink, a Wellesley College psychologist, studied
data that followed about two hundred people every decade since
the 1920s. Giving during high school correlated with good
mental and physical health across life spans.{4}

Other research says that giving correlates with lower teen
depression and suicide risk and with lower depression among
the elderly. Studies at Stanford and elsewhere found links
between frequent volunteering and delaying death. Post says
giving even trumps receiving when it comes to reducing
mortality.{5}

Give more; enjoy life and live longer? Maybe, as Jesus
famously said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive”
(Acts 20:35 NASB). Both Jewish and Christian biblical texts
admonish us to “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Leviticus
19:18; Mt. 22:39 NIV). I don’t know about you, but I find it
fascinating to explore these ways that contemporary science
and social science often highlight the value of ancient
biblical principles.

Post presents research to support the value of ten ways of
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expressing giving love. Here we will examine four of them:
compassion, humor, loyalty, and listening.

n

“Love cures,” wrote the esteemed psychiatrist Karl Menninger.
It cures “both the ones who give it and the ones who receive

it.”{6}

Compassion’s Benefits

Illustrations abound of giving’s personal benefits.

Millard Fuller, a millionaire, gave away much of his wealth at
age thirty. He and his wife, Linda, sold their business and
affiliated with Koinonia Farm, a Georgia Christian community.
They built houses in Zaire and then founded Habitat for

Humanity in 1976 to help needy people build affordable homes.
Fuller’s goal was “to eliminate poverty housing from the face
of the earth. Get rid of shacks!”{7}

Today, Habitat volunteers have constructed over two hundred
twenty-five thousand houses, helping over a million people in
over three thousand communities worldwide.{8} Countless
volunteers attest to the personal satisfaction their
involvement brings. And they’re in over ninety countries. In
Amman, Jordan, for example, I had lunch with the Habitat
director there who involves compassionate volunteers in the
Middle East.

As I reflect on his work, I'm reminded of another Middle
Eastern leader who showed great compassion. One of His
followers wrote, “When he [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had
compassion on them, because they were harassed and helpless,
like sheep without a shepherd” (Matthew 9:36 NIV).

Stephen Post says “we’re hardwired to open our hearts and to
care—and in fact, compassion 1is important for the survival of
the species.”{9} He cites preliminary psychological research
in which "“compassion significantly reduced depression and
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stress.”{10}

In that light, consider the intriguing tale of a former
Playboy model who has devoted her life to helping poor kids in
Haiti. Susan Scott Krabacher’s childhood helped her connect
with the hurting children she now serves. Sexual abuse, her
mother’s psychiatric breakdown, multiple foster homes, and her
brother’s suicide took their emotional toll. In her late
teens, she became a Playboy centerfold and moved into the
Playboy mansion.

Ten years of playing mixed with depression. Eventually she
reconnected with the Christian faith of her youth. Observing
Haiti’'s poverty prompted her to learn more of the biblical
take on life. The foundation she and her husband started runs
three orphanages for twenty-three hundred children. “I work
long hours,” Krabacher notes, “put up with unbelievable
sacrifice, bury too many children, and get no compensation but
love, which is the greatest freedom you can know and the most
important thing in the world.”{11}

Humor — Good Medicine

There are intriguing parallels between some modern social
scientific findings and time-tested biblical life-lessons. One
of these involves humor. An ancient proverb says, “A joyful
heart is good medicine” (Prov. 17:22 NASB).

Humor heals. Think about how you felt the last time you roared
with laughter. Maybe a funny movie, a family situation, or an
uproarious joke session had you even crying and gasping for
air. Your abdominal muscles and heartbeat went wild. One
Stanford psychiatrist “found that a hundred laughs is the
aerobic equivalent of ten minutes of rowing.”{12}

Stephen Post sees humor as a way to help others, “a very
effective way of connecting, of lightening another’s life as
well as our own.” Interviews with Holocaust survivors



conducted by a Tel Aviv University researcher found that many
cited humor “as a way of surviving trauma.” Post notes that
Ronald Reagan was a master of using humor to put other people
[and perhaps himself] at ease. When President Reagan was shot
and at risk of dying, he quipped to the emergency room
doctors, “I hope you’'re all Republicans.”{13}

Of course, bitter humor can hurt rather than heal. But
positive humor can help people relate and communicate
openness. Post cites psychologist Robert Provine who monitored
and analyzed over twelve hundred “bouts” of laughter in public
places. Provine says shared, contagious laughter can be "“an
important signal you send to someone that says, ‘This is play.
I'm not going to attack or hurt you.'”{14}

Humor is also important for a successful marriage, according
to University of Washington psychologist John Gottman. He
found that coping with issues “through dialogue, laughter, and
affection” was a good predictor of whether marriages would

last.{15}

On a Detroit TV talk show, the host and I were discussing my
book, Secrets of Successful Humor. He asked about humor and
marriage. I told him, “The secret of our marriage is that we
take time two evenings each week to go out to a lovely
restaurant. A nice dinner, some candlelight, soft music, a
slow walk home. She goes Tuesdays; I go Fridays.”

It hit a nerve. The host roared, long and loud. Contagious
laughter spread throughout the studio audience. We all enjoyed
some communal fun that helped open us up to each other.

Loyalty Bonds

A famous biblical proverb notes, “A friend is always loyal,
and a brother is born to help in time of need” (Prov. 17:17
NLT). Post believes that “Loyalty is love that lasts.

The commitment inherent in loyalty defuses our deepest



existential anxiety.” He continues: “Broken covenants are hard
to restore and never quite attain their state of original
trust. It’s not easy to find loyalty in our society.”{16}

Marriage and friendship, of course, can be significant
expressions of loyalty. University of Chicago demographer
Linda Waite and Maggie Gallagher co-authored the book The Case
for Marriage: Why Married People Are Happier, Healthier, and
Better Off Financially. Analyzing data from over six thousand
families, Waite discovered strong correlations between
marriage and longevity. Gallagher says their research
demonstrated that, compared to similar singles, married folks
“are physically healthier, live longer . . . experience less
anxiety, depression, hostility, and loneliness, and are more
likely to tell you that they’re happy with life in general.
They have more sex than single people of the same age.” Of
course there’s a caveat, Post notes. High-conflict marriages
bring stress and can lower immune function.{17}

Friendships count, too. University of North Carolina
sociologist Rebecca Adams’ frequent childhood moves had her
attending thirteen schools by the time she entered college.
She feels she learned how to make new friends but wasn’t as
good at maintaining them. These experiences helped motivate
her to study friendship. She’s discovered strong links between
quality of relationships and mental well-being. Adams notes,
“It's been shown over and over again that friendship is more
important to psychological well-being than family relations
are. . . . Friendships are voluntary. So we'’ll choose
friendships that support our psychological well-being.”{18}

Men can learn a lot from women about friendship. Male and
female friendship styles often differ, Adams says: “Men define
their friendships in terms of shared activities, and women
define them in terms of conversation. For men, a friend is
their fishing, golfing, or bowling buddy. For women, a friend
is someone they can confide in.” Of course there are
exceptions, but Post notes that emotional intimacy is what



nourishes friendships most.{19}

Giving love through compassion, humor, and loyalty all
contribute to our well-being. But, is anybody listening?

“I'm Listening”

The television comedy Frasier was one of the most popular TV
series in U.S. history. It’'s been called “a thinking person’s
comedy.” Reruns are ubiquitous, about six episodes daily in
our area. Frasier Crane, the protagonist, is a caring,
sensitive, cultured-but insecure and sometimes pompous—Seattle
radio psychiatrist who always greets his callers with, “I’'m
listening.” Yet sometimes he becomes so wrapped up in himself
that he tunes others out. He's not alone. In one amusing
scene, Frasier’s ex wife, Lilith (also a psychiatrist), tries
to converse with Frasier’s brother, Niles (yet another
psychiatrist), about an especially weighty matter. Niles,
focused on a video game, doesn’t pay her sufficient attention,
prompting Lilith to exclaim, “Is there a chair here I could
talk to?”

I confess that in our home, my wife Meg sometimes has to use
Lilith’s line to get my attention. (Mind you, I don’t confess
that it’s as often as she might claim!) But listening is a
powerful form of affirmation and an important tool 1in
understanding and communication. Solomon, a wise Jewish king,
wrote, “What a shame, what folly, to give advice before
listening to the facts!” (Proverbs 18:13 NLT)

Stephen Post writes, “When we truly absorb another’s story, we
are saying, ‘You count. Your life and feelings and thoughts
matter to me. And I want to know who you really are.'” He
claims that listening can help both the listener and the one
listened to. New studies indicate: “Listening activates the
part of our brains hardwired for empathy. . . . When we listen
to others in pain, their stress response quiets down and their



body has a better chance to heal.”{20}

Post says that without a good listener, we can feel terribly
alone, “like the psalmist in the Bible who cries out, ‘No man
cared for my soul.'” He continues, “This has led some scholars
to call the God of the Psalms a God of listening. Our need for
a listener is an inherent aspect of all prayer.”{21}

So, giving love is good for you. Science says so. Compassion,
humor, loyalty, and listening are important ways you can
express giving love. Is it as intriguing to you as it is to me
that contemporary science and social science are often in
harmony with age-old biblical counsel? Makes me think I should
read the Bible more often.
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Response to “The Shack”

WILLIAM BT OUNC

The buzz is growing in Christian circles about
this novel, {1} for good reason. Response to it seems to be
strong: the majority of people grateful and testifying how
deeply it impacted their relationship with God, and others
decrying it as heresy for its unconventional presentation of
God and religious systems. (For an excellent rebuttal by a
theologically sound man who knows both the book and the
author, please read “Is The Shack Heresy?” by Wayne Jacobsen.)

It'’s a story about a man whose young daughter had been
abducted and murdered several years before he receives a note
from God inviting him to the shack where his daughter died.
It’s signed “Papa,” his wife’s favorite term of endearment for
God. He spends an unimaginable weekend with all three members
of the Godhead, a weekend which changes him forever.

It is similar to Dinner with a Perfect Stranger,{2} where
Jesus appears as a contemporary businessman and answers the
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main character’s questions and objections over their dinner
conversation. What Dinner did for basic apologetics, The Shack
does for theodicy: the problem of “How can a good, loving and
all-powerful God allow evil and suffering?”

Personally, The Shack became one of my all-time favorite books
before I had even finished 1it.

Most people don’t read novels with a highlighter in hand, but
this one made me want to. Since I was reading a borrowed copy,
I didn’t have that freedom. But I read it with a pen in hand
because I kept finding passages to record in my “wisdom
journal,” a book I’'ve been adding to for years with wisdom
from others that I didn’'t want to forget.

I started to say that I absolutely loved this book, but I
didn’t. I did love it, but not absolutely, because of one (and
totally unnecessary, in my opinion) sticking point that I
believe is not consistent with Scripture, on the nature of
authority and hierarchy. More on that later.

The author, who grew up as a missionary kid and who took some
seminary training as an adult, clearly knows the Word, and
knows a lot about “doing Christianity.” It is also clear that
he has learned how to dive deep into an intimate, warm, loving
personal relationship with God, and he knows and shows the
difference.

Fresh Insights

Through a series of conversations between the main character,
Mack, and the three Persons of the Godhead, we are given fresh
insights into some important aspects of Christianity, both
major and minor:

God is warm and inviting

He collects our tears in a bottle
 Jesus was not particularly handsome
God is one, in three Persons



e The Holy Spirit is a comforter

* There is love, affection and fellowship within the Trinity

e God prefers us to relate to Him out of desire rather than
obligation

* God values what is given from the heart

e God understands that difficult fathers make it hard for us
to connect with God

e God is compassionate toward the anguished question, “How can
a good and loving God allow pain and suffering?”

* The substitutionary atonement of Christ

e The faulty dichotomous perception of the OT God as mean and
wrathful, and the NT God in Jesus as loving and grace-filled

e There is a redemptive value to pain and suffering

How good triumphs over evil

The nature and purpose of the Law

The healing nature of God’s love

Through the cross, God was reconciled to the world, but so
many refuse to be reconciled to Him

e God’s omniscience coexists with our freedom to make
significant choices

e In the incarnation, Jesus willingly embraced the limitations
of humanity without losing His divinity

Those are some pretty heavy concepts to put into a novel, but
it works. It not only works, it draws the reader into the
relationship between Father, Son and Spirit as well as how
each member of the Godhead lovingly engages with the main
character.

How God is Portrayed

Some people have been deeply offended by the fact that God the
Father presents Himself to Mack as “a large, beaming, African-
American woman” (p. 82) because God always refers to Himself
in the masculine in the Bible. And the Holy Spirit 1is
represented as a small Asian woman. I have to admit, this
sounds a lot more jarring and heterodox than it actually 1is in



the book. I was touched by Papa’s reasons for manifesting as a
woman to Mack, who had been horribly abused by his father as a
boy:

“Mackenzie, I am neither male or female, even though both
genders are derived from my nature. If I choose to appear to
you as a man or as a woman and suggest that you call me Papa
is simply to mix metaphors, to help you keep from falling so
easily back into your religious conditioning.”

She leaned forward as if to share a secret. “To reveal myself
to you as a very large, white grandfather figure with flowing
beard, like Gandalf, would simply reinforce your religious
stereotypes, and this weekend 1is not about reinforcing your
religious stereotypes.”

She looked at Mack intently. “Hasn’t it always been a
problem for you to embrace me as your father, and after what
you've been through, you couldn’t very well handle a father
right now, could you?”

He knew she was right, and he realized the kindness and
compassion in what she was doing. Somehow, the way she had
approached him had skirted his resistance to her love. It was
strange, and painful, and maybe even a little bit wonderful.
(pp. 93-94)

For the record, before the book ends but not until after God
does some marvelous healing in Mack’s heart about his father,
Papa does appear to him as a man. The Papa/Father persona is
never compromised by any sort of “God is our Mother” garbage.

Apart from the fact that this is a work of fiction, I do think
it is appropriate to note that God has also chosen to reveal
Himself as a burning bush, a pillar of fire, a cloud, and an
angel.



Deep Ministry

On his personal website, the author reveals he has a history
of childhood sexual abuse, so he is very familiar with the
deep wounds to the soul that only God can touch and heal. The
anguished cry of a broken heart is real and well-portrayed. So
is the even deeper love and compassion of a God who never
abandons us, even when we lose sight of Him. And who has a
larger plan that none of our choices can foil.

I appreciated the explanation of the Christ-1life, the
indwelling Christ, that allows us to “kill our independence”
(crucify the flesh) in His strength. I appreciated how the
author writes what the healing power of God’s love looks like.
I appreciated the portrayal of God as warm and affectionate
and accessible, without losing His majesty and power. I
appreciated the sense of being led into deeper truths of a
relationship with God that allow me to revel in the sense that
God doesn’t just love me, He likes me.

An Unfortunate Error

The biggest problem I had with the book—apart from the fact
that it came to an end!-is the denial of authority and
hierarchy within the Trinity, and the suggestion that
hierarchy is a result of the Fall, not of the created order.

“We have no concept of final authority among us, only unity.

What you’re seeing here 1is relationship without any
overlay of power. We don’t need power over the other because
we are always looking out for the best. Hierarchy would make
no sense to us.” (p. 122)

What, then, do we do with 1 Cor. 11:37? “But I want you to
understand that Christ is the head of every man, and the man
is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ.”

“We are indeed submitted to one another and have always been
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so and always will be. Papa 1s as much submitted to me
(Jesus) as I to him, or Sarayu (Holy Spirit) to me, or Papa
to her. Submission 1s not about authority and it 1is not
obedience; it is all about relationships of love and respect.
In fact, we are submitted to you in the same way.” (p. 145)

I think perhaps the author has confused submission with
serving. God submitting to His creation? I don’t think so! The
faulty notion of mutual across-the-board submission, with
husbands submitting to wives and parents submitting to their
children, and elders submitting to the church body, 1is
troublesome, and not at all necessary to the point or the
story in this book.

But that is a minor point compared to the rest of The Shack,
one that does not cancel out the value of everything else. We
should be reading everything through a discernment filter
anyway.

Who the Book Is For

On a personal note, besides my work at Probe, I also have the
privilege of serving in a ministry with people whose difficult
relationships early in their 1lives have caused trouble 1in
their relationships with themselves, other people, and God.
Many of them were sexually abused, and they usually find it
impossible to trust a God who would allow that kind of pain to
happen to them. I am recommending The Shack to them because of
the hope it can offer that they were not alone, that God was
with them in all the painful times that left such deep wounds,
and that He has a plan for all of it that does not in the
least compromise His goodness.

Particularly because so many of these precious broken people
had deeply flawed relationships with a parent, I was brought
to tears (for only the first time of several) when God
tenderly offers Mack, “If you’ll let me, I'll be the Papa you



never had.” (p. 92) I have seen God heal a number of broken
hearts by manifesting the loving, wise, nurturing parent they
always longed for.

This is a good book for Christians who feel guilty for not
doing or being enough, who fear they will see disgust in God's
eyes when they meet face to face, who can’t give themselves
permission to rest from their “hamster treadmill” for fear of
disappointing God. It is for those who love Christ’s bride,
but wonder what it would be like for the church to be vibrant,
grace-drenched, and warmly affirming of people without
affirming the sin that breaks God’s heart. It is for those who
are not satisfied with a cognitive-only “Christianity from the
neck up,” but want a relationship with the Lord that connects
the head and the heart.

I thank Papa for The Shack and for William P. Young who
brought it to us.

Notes

1. wWilliam P. Young, The Shack. Los Angeles: Windblown Media,
2007.

2. David Gregory, Dinner with a Perfect Stranger. Colorado
Springs: Waterbook Press, 2005.

Addendum: August 5, 2009

Recently I returned to speak at a church MOPS (Mothers of Pre-
Schoolers) group where I had spoken last year. One of the
ladies greeted me warmly and told me that the best thing she
heard all year was that “boys express affection aggressively.”

The interesting thing is that I never said that. She had
apparently conflated two different observations I had made
about boys, and combined them into the best “take-away” of the
year.



What struck me about that incident was how that is a picture
of much of the criticism of The Shack. Many people’s hostility
toward the book isn’t about what it actually says, it’s about
their perception of what the author says. And they ascribe
hurtful labels like “heresy” and “dangerous” to a book that
appears to be greatly used by God to communicate His heart to
millions of people in a way they can hear.

Just as we do with Bible study, it’s important to keep in mind
the context of the book: why it was written, its original
intended audience, and pertinent facts about the author that
make a difference in how we understand the final product.

Paul Young has always written as gifts for people. He wrote
the book in response to his wife’s urging, “You think outside
the box. Write something for our kids that will help them
understand how you got to this place of your relationship with
God.” He had come through an eleven-year journey of
counseling, prayer, and wrestling with God and with himself;
he emerged with a very different, intimate relationship with
God.

He intended the story to be a Christmas gift for his six
children and a few friends. His goal was to get sixteen copies
printed and bound in time for Christmas, and that would be the
end of it. But a few of those copies were copied and
circulated among more friends as readers recognized something
powerful in the story, something they wanted to share with
others. Quickly the viral marketing took on a life of its own.

When neither Christian nor secular publishers were interested
in The Shack, two friends, Wayne Jacobsen and Brad Cummings,
formed a self-publishing company. The three men spent a year
hammering through the book, editing it, sharpening it, and
discussing the theology. In the process, some of Paul Young'’s
“out of the box” theology was shaped and brought back to a
more biblically sound position.



This book is a novel-a long parable. It is a “slice of God,”
so to speak, not a novelized systematic theology. The point
was to show, in story form, how Paul’'s view of God as a mean,
judgmental, condemning cosmic bully-"Gandalf with an
attitude,” as he put it—had been transformed to allow him to
see the grace-drenched love of a Father who longed for
relationship, not hoop-jumping lackeys. He uses imagery to
communicate spiritual truth, and I think that asking “What is
the author using this imagery to portray?” is essential to not
jumping to the wrong conclusions. Paul Young does not believe
in a feminized God; that was the way he chose to communicate
the tenderness and compassion of a loving God, the heart of
El-Shaddai (“the breasted one”). He does not believe that the
Father and the Spirit hung on the cross with Jesus; when he
wrote that they bore the same scars as Jesus, that was a way
to portray the oneness of the Trinity because the Father’s and
the Spirit’s hearts were deeply wounded in the crucifixion as
well. The scars are about their hearts, not a misunderstanding
about Who it was that hung on the cross.

Paul’s children would have understood his starting point. He
had grown up as a missionary kid in Irian Jaya, with an angry
father with a lot of emotional baggage who didn’t know any
other strategy than to pass it on to his children. On top of
that, Paul was sexually abused by the members of the Dani
tribe until he was sent away to boarding school, where the
abuse continued, starting the first night when the older boys
immediately began molesting the new first graders.

He was a mess.

And then he grew into a mess with a degree from a Bible
college and some seminary education. He knew a lot about a God
who looked and acted a lot like his father (an unfortunate
truth that is repeated millions of times over in millions of
families). Paul Young understands about a God of judgment, who
hates sin. He gets that.
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The Shack presents another side of the heart of God that took
years for him to be able to see and embrace. And the
breathtaking grace and delight of a heavenly Father who knows
how to express love to His beloved son is something he wanted
to show his children and friends. So he wrote The Shack. It is
intentionally not a full-orbed exploration of the nature and
character of God; it focuses on the grace and love of God.
That doesn’t mean the rest of His character doesn’t exist.

The people that have the most problems with the book usually
have the most theological education. They have finely-tuned
spiritual Geiger counters, able to detect nuances 1in
theological expression that the majority of people reading the
book cannot. Our culture is more biblically illiterate and
untaught than we have ever seen in the history of our country.
And even in good Bible-teaching churches we can regularly see
confusion about the Trinity; I have lost track of the number
of times I have heard someone pray from the pulpit or platform
something like, “Father, we praise You today and we thank You
for Your great goodness. Thank You for making us Your children
and showing us Your love for us by dying on the cross. . .”

The objectionable theological nuances are lost on the millions
of people who are still foggy on the concept of three Persons
in one God.

There 1is nothing in The Shack that contradicts Probe
Ministries' doctrinal statement. The issues that people have
with this book are not about central, core doctrines of the
faith. It’s about how one’s understanding of biblical truth is
expressed. And just like my MOPS friend, many of the
objections are grounded in people’s perceptions of what they
read: “The author implies. " or “We can deduce that

1

Theologians play an extremely important role in protecting
truth. But sometimes they can get so committed to their
understanding of biblical truth, to their “box,” that they
perceive anything outside the box as wrong. As one wise



seminarian told me, “We need theologians. But we also need
people who can think outside the box, who are able to present
the gospel and the truths of the Bible in ways people can get.
And those two groups of people usually drive each other
crazy.”

I believe much of the controversy about The Shack is because
people’s understanding of the book is crashing into their
current understanding of theology. There are people who loved
the book, as well as people who are critical of and hostile
toward the book, who all love the Lord and love His word. It’s
a lot like the in-house debate about the age of the earth:
there are old-earth and young-earth believers who are all
fully committed to the Word of God as truth, who disagree on
this issue. Unfortunately, as with the age of the earth
debate, there is some mud-slinging toward those who disagree.
In both arguments, some people have lost sight of the call to
“be diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond
of peace” (Ephesians 4:3). Paul Young is a fellow brother in
the Lord. He loves the Father, Jesus and the Holy Spirit, and
He loves the Word of God. He loves the bride of Christ, the
church. I think that’s important.

I recently learned that someone with a Ph.D. in theology was
warned of the controversy about The Shack. “Controversies
don’t bother me,” this wise believer said. “I remember when
C.S. Lewis was scheduled to speak at a church in New Haven
when we were at Yale. He was banned from the church because
The Screwtape Letters was too controversial. As with Lewis,
time will tell whether this book is a blip on the radar
screen, or if it has the hand of God on it.”

The night before I did a presentation on the book and the
controversy at my church, I tossed and turned much of the
night. I knew I would be presenting a perspective that 1is
diametrically opposed to many evangelicals’, and it troubled
me. As I prayed, “Lord, what’s up with the furor over this
book? Give me Your perspective,” I believe He answered me: “He



doesn’t get everything right.” Ah. That makes sense. No, Paul
Young doesn’t get everything right, and I do see that. None of
us get everything right, but we don’t know what our blind
spots are and we don’t know what we get wrong. Many believers
seem to have confused the gospel with “getting your
theological beliefs right.” And not “getting everything right”
is a cardinal sin, which I am reminded of every time I get a
strong email urging me to repent of my wrong belief about this
“heretical” book. For the record, what I got from the Lord is
that He knows Paul Young doesn’t get everything right, and
He's using the book to draw millions to Himself anyway. I
think there’s something to be said for that.

© Probe Ministries 2008

“You Are Sending the Wrong
Message to People About
Dealing with Flawed Parents”

Ms. Bohlin,

Your answer to e-mail “How Do You Honor Deeply Flawed
Parents?” sends the wrong messages to readers. Despite
dysfunctionality in the family one cannot be superficial to
the very people that raised you. You seem to be saying “be
nice” but don’t really mean it:

“To give them honor means showing (not necessarily feeling)
respect, letting them know you are listening and considering
what they say. (And it does not necessarily mean following
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through!)”

In short, you are implying deception in hiding one’s true
feelings. How can people be compassionate to the world if they
are lying to themselves about their true feelings toward their
parents? That is truly deceptive.

“And please remember that forgiveness is given, but trust 1is
earned, so it’s entirely possible that you can release the
woundings you sustained from them without ever, ever trusting
them with your heart, because they don’t deserve your trust.”

This statement is ungodly. This only allows for the heart to
be confused and the heart will always be divided. Families
will break up and more and more Americans will distance
themselves from the family unit. Perhaps you need to carefully
read the scriptures again. You are encouraging a false self
and pretending to care for people even if one doesn’t mean it.
A human being must resolve the conflict and openly discuss
what the issues are. Communication is essential in discussing
problems.

Sorry, your helpful advice will only mislead people. You
should suggest spiritual counseling for families. Unresolved
issues lead to further breakup of the family unit. Parents are
disconnected with their children and grandchildren. Please see
that you correct your article with productive help.

Perhaps you haven’t observed the horrendous woundings that
deeply flawed parents can inflict on their children. Consider
my friend Ann, whose father began raping her at age two and
then invited his friends to have their way with her as well,
all through her childhood. I suggest that being superficial
with her father is the only way she can deal with a man who
refuses to acknowledge and repent of his unspeakable sins
against her.



I would suggest that being civil and cordial instead of
erupting into a screaming tirade of anger and pain IS showing
honor. Hiding one’s true feelings can be a mark of maturity
and wisdom. If you are feeling very grumpy and critical of
someone that doesn’t deserve it, hiding your feelings behind a
choice to be civil is indeed loving and kind.

I don’t think either of these cases are about lying to oneself
about your feelings. It is choosing a higher road of self-
control rather than giving into expressions of fleshly or
tortured feelings.

I believe that God has given us great grace in His principle
of Romans 12:18: “As far as it is possible, as much as it
depends on you, live at peace with all men.” Some people make
it impossible to live at peace with them because of their
hard, unrepentant hearts, so one needs to protect oneself with
emotional distance. You cannot resolve issues in a family
unless everyone 1is willing. The person who asked the original
question was talking about dealing with people unwilling to be
humble and transparent enough to resolve the consequences of
their flawed nature and behavior.

I hope this helps you understand my position better. I must
stand by my statements.

Sue Bohlin
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