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This review was originally written at the time The Shack was published and was atop the 

New York Times bestseller list. Now, many years later, a movie is being released based on the 

book. It is the purpose in publishing this review of the book to raise the awareness of possible 

theological concerns that may lie in the movie as it is based on the book.  

 

One cannot, with any degree of honesty, deny the profound impact The Shack is having 

within Christendom. Responses to this book range from a whole-hearted embracing as something 

that has jump started an individual’s spiritual life reshaping how they think about God to a 

vehement condemnation of the book because, among other things, it reshapes God; at least that is 

the accusation.  

 Because there is such polarization over a work of fiction gussied up in Christian garb, 

there needs to be genuine critical thought that analyzes the book regarding its merits and its 

detriments. Though it is a work of fiction, it does deal with theology and makes explicit and 

implicit statements about God. Therefore, it cannot necessarily be treated as simply a work of the 

author’s vivid imagination. Therefore, it will be the aim of this paper to interact critically with 

how The Shack deals with the doctrines of man, sin, the atonement, and salvation.  

 The statements concerning the doctrine of man (anthropology) that Young makes in The 

Shack are of a particular stripe. Young’s intention is not to develop a robust anthropology, but 

focus on the relationships of man to God as well as man to man. Perhaps the clearest 

anthropological statement made is found on page 124.  

 

Jesus picked up the conversation. “As the crowning glory of Creation, you were 

made in our image, unencumbered by structure and free to simply ‘be’ in 

relationship with me and one another. If you had truly learned to regard each 

other’s concerns as significant as your own, there would be no need for 

hierarchy.” 

 

 Young, without equivocation, affirms that there is a dignity of man (both male and 

female) being image bearers of God. The creation of man is the crowning work of God’s 

creation. However, he does not really unpack what image bearer means, though the inference is it 

includes a relationship facet. The Bible clearly teaches that there is a relational aspect of 

humanity both with God and with fellow mankind. This is the crux of the summation of the Law 

as Jesus states it; Love God and love others (Matt. 22:37-39). If Young were to leave it at that 

and follow that thread as an aspect of the imago dei (image of God) there would find no cause to 

fuss with him, but he does not.  

 In the very same quote, he distorts what the Bible teaches regarding, using his terms, 

“hierarchy.” Hierarchy, he at the least implies, is a consequence of the fall. “Humans are so lost 

and damaged that to you it is almost incomprehensible that people can work together or live 

together without someone being in charge” (p. 122). He misstates here in a way that reverberates 

from his understanding of the inter-relationship of the Trinity down to the interaction between 

human beings. As Young sees it, any kind of structure, hierarchy, or law destroys genuine 

relationship. “Hierarchy imposes laws and rules and you end up missing the wonder of 

relationship that we intended for you” (p. 123).  
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 Here is where there is issue with Young’s anthropological statements. These statements 

clearly contradict the pre-fall narrative. If Young admits that pre-fall man was able to “be” in 

relationship with God, I would wonder how he explains God’s “commands” to Adam, which 

necessitates a hierarchy; someone is in charge and that someone is God. Man is given the 

creation mandate (Gen. 1:28) and man is told not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil (Gen. 2:16-17).  

 This thread of any hierarchy being “evil”, according to Young, is exposed even in 

interpersonal relationships. To Young, the creation of the man first has no bearing on headship, 

but upon necessity of relationship. “If the female had been created first, there would have been 

no circle of relationship, and thus no possibility of a fully equal face-to-face relationship between 

the male and female” (p. 148). It is granted there is a relational aspect to woman being taken 

from man. When Adam sees Eve for the first time he recognizes her as “bone of my bones and 

flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23). Nonetheless, before the fall, the implication of headship exists.1 It 

is Adam who names Eve.  

 It is hard to tell whether Young’s understanding of roles between men and women is a 

result of an inadequate view of the Trinity, or if he imposes his view of anthropological 

relationships back upon the Godhead. It would seem the former as he argues that God even 

submits to man, again implying no hierarchy (p. 145) and that there is no submission within the 

Godhead (p. 122). I would quote verses that Jesus comes to do the “will” of the Father (Jn. 6:38-

39) and of the Father sending the Spirit (Jn. 14:26) to rebuff the refusal to acknowledge some 

sort of functional hierarchy within the Trinity, though each person of the Godhead are equal in 

glory and essence.  

 In evaluating Young’s anthropological statements I must commend him as he does rightly 

elevate the relational aspect between God and man to something a bit more robust than the 

typical sterile relationship that exists in some sectors of evangelicalism. However, in his zeal to 

elevate relationship, he makes some statements and inferences that do not do justice to the 

breadth of anthropology in the Bible.  

 The focus of how Young deals with sin is now to be considered. Young makes a 

troubling statement with regard to sin, especially with reference to God’s view of sin and his 

dealing with sin. “I don’t need to punish people for sin. Sin is its own punishment, devouring you 

from the inside. It’s not my purpose to punish it; it’s my joy to cure it” (p. 120).  

 Agreed, sin can be, and often is, its own punishment. However, I would say only on a 

temporal level. There are indeed ramifications for sins in this present life now. Those who 

engage in sexual immorality run the risk of contracting diseases that can cause a lifetime of 

suffering and can even result in death. There is, however, an eternal punishment that 

accompanies sin as well. God cannot but punish sin. He cannot wink at sin. He is a holy and a 

just God and must punish sin (Is. 6; Rev. 20:14-15). Jesus himself says there are eternal 

ramifications for sin (Mk. 9:42-49).  

                                                 
1 Young’s use of “hierarchy” is regrettable in the case of anthropological relationships. In my estimation this is an 

“antagonistic” term that he has carefully chosen to make his point. Hierarchy distorts the biblical display of headship 

and submission. It is not that woman exists to “serve” the “master” who is man. Though Adam clearly is given 

headship over the woman (seen in his naming of her) nonetheless they are “one flesh.” Their individual 

personalities, talents, and gifts are used for the good of the one flesh union. Even if we put aside “terminology” there 

is some sense in which the “buck stops with Adam.” It is the man whom God goes to after the fall. Eve is still 

morally culpable for her sin, but it is Adam whom God addresses. Paul further buttresses this in his theological 

argument in Romans 5 where he contrasts Adam and Christ.  
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Furthermore, Young deals with God’s holiness in a purely man-centered manner. When 

Mack is speaking with Sophia he thinks to himself, “There is no way he could sentence Katie, or 

any of his other children, to an eternity in hell just because she had sinned against him” (p. 162). 

Sin is trivialized and love is implied as God’s ultimate virtue.  

 This view seems to have God idly sitting by and “letting” sin run its course, for that is its 

own punishment, but it deals nothing with the wrath language the Bible uses with regards to 

God’s action toward sin (Rom. 1:18; 2:5; 5:9; Col. 3:6). This has tremendous implications for the 

atonement at the same time. If God did not pour out his wrath for sin at the cross, then for what 

purpose was the cross?  This question is never really answered. A couple of statements are made: 

“mercy triumphs over justice because of love” (p. 164) and “through his death and resurrection, I 

am now fully reconciled to the world” (p. 192). However, how the book squares mercy and 

reconciliation with the cross is ambiguous at best.  

 I do believe Young has a good grasp upon the nature of the fall itself. “Adam chose to go 

it on his own” (p. 99). The fall does show a choice on the part of Adam and Eve to exercise 

independence from God. They chose to go their way versus following what God had told them; 

they became the determiners of what is good.  

 Young teases this out a bit more in a conversation Mack has with Sarayu. “I spend most 

of my time and energy trying to acquire what I have determined to be good, whether it’s 

financial security or health or retirement or whatever. And I spend a huge amount of energy and 

worry fearing what I have determined to be evil” (p. 135). The nature of the fall and the very 

nature of the continuation of sin is that man now determines what is good and what is evil 

according to their own whims versus what God has said. “Behold, man has become like one of 

us in knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:22). Man had become autonomous and, in their mind, the 

determiner of right and wrong.  

 In addition, Young does see sin as having cosmic consequences. “Your world is severely 

broken… Nothing is as it should be… Your world is lost in darkness and chaos, and horrible 

things happen” (p. 164).  

 Again, Young has some input that aligns itself with the biblical teaching regarding the 

issue of sin, but what is left out (wrath, holiness, and justice) causes one to pause and grapple 

with the notion of what the cross accomplished. The Shack remains loudly silent in regard to the 

eternal ramifications of sin and the wrath of God toward sin. As the doctrine of the atonement 

and salvation is explored, this will become a key point of objection once again.  

 I have already stated that The Shack is largely silent about the cross. Not that it neglects 

to mention the cross, but explanation for the necessity of the cross and the accomplishment at the 

cross remains ambiguous at best.  

 There is, in Young’s thinking, some aspect of a judicial aspect to the cross. Speaking of 

the cross Sophia tells Mack, “For love. He chose the way of the cross where mercy triumphs 

over justice because of love” (p. 164). However, this judicial aspect is never really explained. 

Furthermore, is justice something that is negative that must be triumphed over; an enemy that 

must be vanquished? It seems that the Bible teaches that mercy, justice, and love all come 

together at the cross (i.e. Rom. 3:25-26; 5:1-11). Furthermore, Paul says that the cross work of 

Christ was not a triumph over justice, but a demonstration of it (Rom. 3:25).  

 This brings us to an important distinction that Young makes in The Shack. Granted the 

Bible is clear that God took upon himself the wrath due us for our sin, but it is always conveyed 

that it is in the person of the Son that this takes place. The Bible makes no statement that the 

Father was on the cross or that the Father bears the marks of Calvary. It was not the Father who 
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became incarnate, it was the Son. It is a bit confusing, then, why Young sees fit to have “Papa” 

bear the stigmata. This muddies up the incarnation and at the same time muddies up the 

atonement. Not only is the question of what happened on the cross ambiguous, but it is also 

ambiguous as to who was on the cross.  

 The Shack does explicitly state that it was Jesus who was upon the cross (see p. 192). 

And this is part of the problem with The Shack as it seems to contradict itself at points. The 

Father was at the cross and bears the wounds of the cross, but it was Jesus who was on the cross, 

died, and was resurrected.  

 The Shack does affirm that the cross reconciled people to God. There is, then, an 

acknowledgement, which I think Young did remarkably well pointing out as he discussed the 

nature of sin and the estrangement that exists between man and God. Because we choose to go 

our own way, there is an estrangement between God and man. However, he stops short of using 

the language of enmity.  

 In the language of the cross, nothing was really accomplished. What Young seems to say 

is that a potential way is opened up because “reconciliation is a two-way street” (p. 192). Papa 

says that he is reconciled to the “whole world” and yet it is as if he is waiting with bated breath 

to see who will come. In the world of The Shack the way has been opened through the cross and 

now it is up to man to do his part. Because to do any more than this would, according to Young, 

be no love at all. “I have done my part, totally, completely, finally. It is not the nature of love to 

force a relationship but it is the nature of love to open the way” (p. 192).  

 There are a couple places that lead me to believe that Young sees the atonement as a 

moral example of what it truly means to be human and live in relationship with God. They are 

veiled statements, but it seems that this is consistent with a no wrath view of God’s justice and 

that a man must follow the way of Jesus in order to be in a right relationship with God. Speaking 

of Jesus, Papa states: “He is just the first to do it [live in relationship with God] to the uttermost – 

the first to absolutely trust my life within him, the first to believe in my love and goodness 

without regard for appearance or consequence” (p. 100) and on page 96, speaking about the 

cross, “He found his way through it to put himself completely in my hands.” It seems that what is 

being conveyed is the example of Jesus in his life and in the cross, not having any objective 

affect upon man’s salvation other than opening the door. Now it is up to man’s will, as to 

constrain one to come through any effectual calling, would be a disingenuous relationship.  

 Now I turn my attention to the salvation that is portrayed in The Shack. Again, I want to 

commend Young for highlighting something that can be neglected in some stripes of 

evangelicalism (primarily reformed circles). He elevates the intimacy of God with his people and 

dissolves the notion that God is performance based toward his people. “…and discover that our 

relationship is not about performance or you having to please me. I’m not a bully, not some self-

centered demanding little deity insisting on my own way. You cannot find that through guilt or 

condemnation or coercion, only through a relationship of love. And I do love you” (p. 126).  

 With that being said, there are some strong objections regarding the doctrine of salvation. 

The first is with the doctrine of election. Young seems to view God’s election as a capricious and 

random selection and does not ground it in the good purposes of God according to a plan or 

according to his will. It is contra Ephesians 1 or Romans 8:29-30. “You must choose two of your 

children to spend eternity in God’s new heaven and new earth, but only two…. And you must 

choose three of your children to spend eternity in hell” (p. 162).  
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 This of course goes along with how The Shack views sin. It is a set of subjective choices, 

but it is never talked about as a pervasive inability that keeps us from choosing those things 

which would be pleasing and honorable to God (Rom. 8:7).  

 The one glaring absence from The Shack in the midst of all the insinuations and 

statements regarding the free will of man is any kind of mention of faith and the gospel. The 

Shack speaks robustly and profusely about entering into relationship with God. However, it 

never really talks about the means by which that happens. The insinuation is that one just starts 

doing it. However, there is no mention of belief in the objective accomplishments of Jesus 

Christ, only that he provided an example of one who fully trusted Papa.  

 In my estimation, this is one of the most dangerous aspects of The Shack. If the Bible 

speaks so frequently about faith in the objective work of Jesus Christ as a means by which one is 

justified, saved, reconciled, and adopted into the family of God it seems dangerous to exempt 

that from any form, fiction or not, of literature when speaking of the nature of salvation. For 

example, Mack asks, “So how do I become a part of that church?” Jesus responds by saying, 

“It’s all about relationships and simply sharing life. What we are doing right now – just doing 

this – and being open and available to others around us. My church is all about people and life is 

all about relationships” (p. 178). There is no mention of belief, just action. It makes the 

pragmatics of relationship the arbiter of the church without taking into account any sort of 

orthodox belief.  

 I do appreciate the efforts of The Shack as it has been instrumental in getting people to at 

least be interested in what a “relationship” with God looks like. And certainly, if a critique can 

be made against evangelicalism, it is that it can have the bent of becoming more of an exercise in 

scholasticism versus a vibrant, active, and living life of faith. The Shack does well in stressing 

the vibrancy of living for the Lord.  

 However, with that being said, The Shack has some significant shortcomings that leads to 

a radical misunderstanding with regard to the biblical nature of salvation that stretches from the 

character of God, the condition of man, and the means by which one is saved. Eugene Peterson 

commented regarding The Shack, “This book has the potential to do for our generation what John 

Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress did for his.” Where Pilgrim’s Progress was meticulous with 

regards to its adherence to biblical orthodoxy as the story was being told, The Shack takes 

enough deviations from “the way” to the Celestial City one ought to read it with a fair measure 

of discernment.  
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