In Review: The Shack
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In Review (cont.)
his earthly father who beat him as a
child. Later, Papa reappears as a Native
American man because Mackenzie
needed Papa to be a man when he’s
led to his daughters missing body.
Since The Shack’s God changes forms,
changes masks, to suit the situation
at hand, the film actually adopts an
ancient heresy on the doctrine of
the Trinity: the third century heresy
called modalism. This heresy teaches
that there is one God who presents
Himself in three different modes,
rather than the idea that God exists in
three distinct persons.
This false teaching becomes
abundantly clear in a conversation
Mackenzie has with Papa where he
accuses God of being bad at sticking
close to people in their time of greatest
need. When Mackenzie points out that
at the cross Jesus asked “My God, my
God why hast Thou forsaken Me?”
Papa responds, “You misunderstand
the mystery.” Papa then shows him
nail wounds from the crucifixion
saying that she (God the Father) never
left Jesus at the cross and that they
were “there together,” and that it cost
them “both dearly.” Sarayu, the Holy
Spirit character, is later seen with the
same crucifixion wounds.
This exaggeration of the oneness
of God is the old heresy of modalism.
The Shack is trying to show how much
God cares for Mackenzie’s suffering,
but in doing so it undermines the
Incarnation itself. Scripture teaches
us that, in the Incarnation, God cares
so much about human suffering He
actually becomes one of us—to suffer
and die in our place. But it is God the
Son—not God the Father or God the
Holy Spirit—who is incarnated. The
Shack merges these persons together
in the most visual way possible,
implying strongly that Mackenzie is
not interacting with a God who is
three distinct persons, equal in glory,
and coeternal in majesty within the
Godhead. In the biblical understanding
of God, only Christ bears the wounds
of crucifixion—emblems of His great
sacrifice (John 20:19-31).
Why is this important? Students
of Luther’s Small Catechism will
recall a section called “Christian
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Questions with their Answers.” It’s
a series of questions prepared by
Luther for those who intend to go to
the Sacrament of the Altar. Question
8 asks: “How many Gods are there?”
The answer is: “Only one, but there
are three persons: Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit.” Question 9 asks: “What
has Christ done for you that you trust
in Him?” The answer is: “He died
for me and shed His blood for me on
the cross for the forgiveness of sins.”
Then question 10, a very important
question as it pertains to this part of
the film, asks: “Did the Father also die
for you?” The answer is: “He did not.
The Father is God only, as is the Holy
Spirit; but the Son is both true God and
true man. He died for me and shed His
blood for me.”
As soon as Papa is depicted with
crucifixion wounds, The Shack fails
to be a Christian story and embraces
the ancient heresy of modalism—an
unfaithful depiction of the Holy
Trinity and by extension a denial
of the incarnation of Christ Jesus
as taught in Scripture. The god of
The Shack is not the Christian God
of Scripture.
The film includes many other
theological problems, which there
isn’t room to discuss here. But the
fundamental misunderstanding of
God gets right to the heart of the
problem. This is not a Christian film:
it’s a wolf in sheep’s clothing, wrapped
in wholesome family values, and
with a high regard for marriage and
parenthood. Mackenzie’s interactions
with the god of the The Shack are
permeated with the sort of moralistic
therapeutic deism which passes as
Christianity for many people today.
It’s a system of belief which stresses
that God simply wants people to be
nice to each other in the way most
world religions and the Bible are
presumed to teach, and that the main
goal of life is to be happy and feel good
about oneself.
The whole film becomes a sleightof-hand which pays lip service to
grief and suffering while emptying
the cross of Jesus’ true sacrifice for
sin, sidestepping the promise of the
resurrection and the believer’s hope
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that rests in Christ alone. Viewers
should be careful: the story is a
confused and disjointed mixing of
truth and falsehood. Even as a work
of fiction it is not worth defending.
Yet some might ask? “Can’t terrible
stories make for good films?” The
answer? The Shack is not a good
film. It’s B-grade at best, and with an
unsatisfying ending. While heading
home from his weekend in the shack,
Mackenzie ends up in a major accident.
He awakes in the hospital only to be
told that the accident happened on his
way to the shack and that he spent the
whole weekend in the hospital. Did
any of his divine interactions really
happen? Was it all a dream? Did Papa
lead him to his daughter’s missing
body? Did he bury her in a coffin handmade by Jesus the carpenter? Or did it
all just happen in his head?
This is the worst kind of film
ending and differs from the book’s
conclusion where there is a concrete
resolution concerning the missing
body—something that leads to the
real-world capture and prosecution
of the killer. In the film no time is
spent resolving any of this. Rather,
Mackenzie puts his grief behind
him and lives a happy life with his
family, almost as if nothing bad had
ever happened.
Feel free to skip The Shack. All
you’ll find is a heretical wolf in sheep’s
clothing— modalism. And it’s a wolf
that will bite anyone who takes their
eyes off it for even a moment.
Rev. Ted Giese is associate pastor of Mount
Olive Lutheran Church (Regina, Saskatchewan).
He is a contributor to Reformation Rush Hour
on KFUO AM Radio, The Canadian Lutheran,
and the LCMS Reporter, as well as movie
reviewer for the “Issues, Etc.” radio program.

Movie Night!
Take your family’s movie
nights to the next level. The
Canadian Lutheran publishes
regular movie reviews by
Rev. Ted Giese at www.
canadianlutheran.ca.

