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To my mother and father, Henry and Bernice Young, it will forever be said of you that you were a man and woman of prayer.


A Note to the Reader

When I was approached to consider writing this book of responses, Reflections if you will, on quotes taken from The Shack, I hesitated. I have always resisted the idea of any sort of study guide for The Shack, mostly because it is a work of fiction, a story, a novel that hopefully creates space for folks to hear whatever the Spirit would like to whisper into their hearts at whatever point they have paused in their own journey. A guide tends to show you the places they think are most popular or have been beneficial to them, and you sometimes feel that what once was a river has become a man-made canal taking you to a single destination.

This is not a study guide. There is no set of questions looking for a right answer, no hidden agenda, and no desire to steer the boat to a predetermined port. The value of these quotes and reflections is really up to you, the reader. I don’t know you. I don’t know what is going on in your life—your joys and challenges. You may be in the center of a devastation or the eye of a hurricane. You might be enjoying the backwaters of an eddy before plunging back into the rapids. You could be lonely this moment, or despairing, or filled with exhilaration and the rush of success. I simply don’t know. But I do know that these quotes have been pulled from a story of authentic humanity, and there is much we share, both in our questions and our process. So this book is an invitation to stop for a moment, to reflect, to consider, to respond, to pray, to remain silent, to cry, to laugh, to share.

If you care to, at the end of the book I have a list of some of my friends who participated with me in “reflecting” on the quotes. We are all ordinary people from different ages, backgrounds, and involvements, but we share with you our uniqueness and our humanity.

Thank you, in advance, for allowing me and some friends to intrude upon your world and for participating with us in a community who desires more . . . more light, more love, more truth, more grace, more kindness, more freedom. Together we will always be more than the sum of our parts.

WM. PAUL YOUNG, AUTHOR OF The Shack
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Mackenzie, it’s been a while. I’ve missed you. I’ll be at the shack next weekend if you want to get together.—Papa

Please give me ears to hear your invitation and courage to go with you into places that I would rather not. Oh yeah, Happy New Year!
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Who wouldn’t be skeptical when a man claims to have spent an entire weekend with God, in a shack no less?

You are such a mystery to me, and to say that your ways are above our ways and your thoughts above ours doesn’t even qualify as an understatement. As best I know how, I open me to what you want to do in my life, even when I can’t begin to understand it. I believe, but please help my unbelief.
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Suffice it to say that while some things may not be scientifically provable, they can still be true nonetheless.

You keep talking about love and trust and relationship, and I want proof. I confess what actually matters most to me I will never find in a test tube or petri dish, but I also confess that I want the control that proof seems to offer. Help!
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I will tell you honestly that being a part of this story has affected me deep inside, in places I had never been before and didn’t even know existed; I confess to you that I desperately want everything Mack has told me to be true.

Wow, I am still such an unbeliever. I know you see my faith for what it truly is, and you know I want my trust to grow. I do believe . . . more now than ever, but please would you gently hold me, even while I doubt and express a lack of trust?
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Mack would like you to know that if you happen upon this story and hate it, he says, “Sorry . . . but it wasn’t primarily written for you.” Then again, maybe it was.

It scares me to think of asking you to do whatever it takes to build authenticity in me. I am quite sure I am going to hate it. And yet, here I go, asking . . . and now why am I crying? This seems so stupid, but please, look past my reactions and give me what is good.
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He wanted a narrative to help him express to them not only the depth of his love, but also to help them understand what had been going on in his inside world. You know that place: where there is just you alone—and maybe God, if you believe in him. Of course, God might be there even if you don’t believe in him. That would be just like him.

To think that you are in my “inside world,” my secret place. Please let me know that you like being there with me, even more than I like being there.




[image: images]


I suppose that since most of our hurts come through relationships so will our healing, and I know that grace rarely makes sense for those looking in from the outside.

I don’t understand how you bring healing into my life or how grace works. You know where I come from, and why trust is so difficult for me. Please help me grow in believing that you are good, all the time, and will always do what is best.
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The thing is, he usually makes uncomfortable sense in a world where most folks would rather just hear what they are used to hearing, which is often not much of anything. . . . When he does talk, it isn’t that they stop liking him—rather, they are not quite so satisfied with themselves.

So many of us are scared to death and clinging to anything that gives an imagination of comfort. Who wants to be uncomfortable, especially when those around you begin saying you are mad for asking questions and disturbing the systems? Please be courageous in me.
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Papa . . . There it was. Papa was Nan’s favorite name for God and it expressed her delight in the intimate friendship she had with him.

I have a ways to go, but I do want to become comfortable in your affection, so please whisper your name to my soul, that name just for you and me.
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Mack’s heart was suddenly penetrated by unexpected joy. A sunset of brilliant colors and patterns played off the few clouds that had waited in the wings to become central actors in this unique presentation. He was a rich man, he thought to himself, in all the ways that mattered.

Thank you for those moments that seem to bypass our minds and reach into the deep and precious places that push us to contemplate the true and real, that sing to us that life is good! Open my heart and heal me.
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Mack could lie and gaze up into that vastness for hours. He felt so incredibly small yet comfortable with himself. Of all the places he sensed the presence of God, out here surrounded by nature and under the stars was one of the most tangible.

You mean “out here” away from religion and its incessant demands and empty promises? “Out here” to cry, to be real and embarrassed, and free to be known, accepted, and even be small?
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[The Great Spirit is] a good name for God because he is a Spirit and he is Great.

Today, “Great Spirit” is too vague for me. I need a Person who knows me and loves me, who whispers that somehow this is all going to work out, that I don’t have to understand, that I can let go of control, and you have a hold on me and that I am not powerful enough to make you leave. Today, that’s what I need.
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“Daddy?”

“Yes, honey?”

“Will I ever have to jump off a cliff?”

“No, honey. I will never ask you to jump off a cliff, never, ever, ever.”

While I am grateful that you do not require religious sacrifice, I do understand that growth requires risk, so I want you to know, as terrifying as it feels to me, I am willing to jump and learn to trust your arms.
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As he sat mesmerized by the fire and wrapped in its warmth, he prayed, mostly prayers of thanksgiving. He had been given so much. Blessed was probably the right word. He was content, at rest, and full of peace. Mack did not know it then, but within twenty-four hours his prayers would change drastically.

I am grateful that you don’t want me seeing into the future! If I did, I would live in shadows of “impending sorrow and tragedy” and could not enjoy the “now” goodness of life. Thank you, thank you, thank you!
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It is remarkable how a seemingly insignificant action or event can change entire lives.

Thank you for the moments we catch out of the corner of our eye. Thank you for orchestrating the ripples in places we are too blind to see. Thank you that we matter!
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By now he had only one prayer left: “Dear God, please, please, please take care of my Missy. I just can’t right now.” Tears traced their way down his cheeks and then spilled off onto his shirt.

Sometimes I am so furious at my own impotence, my utter inability to protect and keep those I love from hurt. Please find me in my failure and fury and see past it to my heart.
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Shortly after the summer that Missy vanished, The Great Sadness had draped itself around Mack’s shoulders like some invisible but almost tangibly heavy quilt.

Yea, though I walk the valley of the shadow of death.” I hadn’t intended to set up camp here. Please find me in my loneliness and despair. I’m having trouble finding you.
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At some point in the process, Mack attempted to emerge from his own pain and grief, at least with his family. They had lost a sister and daughter, but it would be wrong for them to lose a father and husband as well.

Please, I need your strength, your empowering, your determination. I don’t feel like I have anything left. Please help me do the next right thing.
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It is so easy to get sucked into the if-only game, and playing it is a short and slippery slide into despair.

Sometimes it’s not the consequences of my poor choices that weigh the most heavy on my heart, it’s the overwhelming accusations of regret, and I get pulled into imaginations of having done it differently. Help me embrace my true sorrow and find you there too.
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Sometimes honesty can be incredibly messy.

Regardless the consequence, I want to be a truth teller, not a blamer or self-justifier. Help me be brave enough not to shade my answers in order to help or protect myself. Let my yes be yes and my no be no.
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“Wait, you aren’t thinking this is really from God, are you?”

“I’m not sure what to think. . . . I know it sounds crazy, but somehow I feel strangely drawn to find out for sure.”

I confess to you that I would rather trust the certainty of what I think I know than the discomfort that might lead to a life I don’t. And yet, I sense your invitation, to something more, to mystery, to . . .
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And why the shack—the icon of his deepest pain? Certainly God would have better places to meet with him.

Thank you for loving me with a tenacity that doesn’t let me avoid forever the places of deepest hurt and pain, especially the places I don’t believe could ever be healed. And if I am going there, I am counting on you to go with me. Otherwise, forget it. Just sayin’.
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It seemed that direct communication with God was something exclusively for the ancients and uncivilized. . . . Nobody wanted God in a box, just in a book.

I love that you cannot be contained in a book, or place, or song, or idea, or image. I want to hear you in all places, at all times. Please continue to heal me so that I can.
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Maybe he’s a really bright light, or a burning bush. I’ve always sort of pictured him as a really big grandpa with a long white flowing beard . . .

I know no form is possible
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