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Faith and Imagination (Jan 13)
Psalm 98 and John 10:11-24 
“Let the floods clap their hands… the hills sing together…” Psalm 98:8


Again Jesus stopped.  ‘Those who love me come from every system that exists.  They are Buddhists or Mormons, Baptists or Muslims, Democrats, Republicans and many who do not vote or are not part of any Sunday morning or religious institutions…. “


“Does that mean,” asked Mack, “that all roads lead to you?”


“Not at all,” smiled Jesus … “Most roads don’t lead anywhere.  What it does mean is that I will travel any road to find you.”  The Shack (p. 182)

We are continuing this weekend in our series on the popular book The Shack.  I am saddened by the criticism that the author has taken from his fellow Christians regarding this book.  For instance, last summer the noted Christian author, Chuck Colson, published an article titled “Stay out of the shack.”  Colson noted that while the book clearly presented God’s love and Jesus’ forgiveness, he did not think this positive aspect made up for a “low view of scripture.”
I must admit that I was shocked at Colson’s criticism of Young.  I went to my bookshelf and pulled out Colson’s book Against the Night, published twenty years ago.  Some of us may recall that Chuck Colson, in prison as a result of the Nixon administration’s Watergate scandal, became a devoted follower of Jesus Christ.  I have loved his writings over the years.  In fact, in Against the Night I found a chapter titled, “The Moral Imagination,” where I had underlined quite a few passages.  In that book, Colson urged Christian authors to harness the realm of imagination as a way to invite people to encounter Jesus.  Colson suggested that we needed to encourage more Christians to become novelists.  Honoring Christian novelists of the past, Colson affirmed such those authors as writers who “presented a new perspective, they told a new story… they presented a compelling vision of the good.”


Isn’t that what author William Paul Young has done in The Shack?  Here is an example of a Christian author telling a new story that offers a fresh perspective.  He engages our imagination.  Yet, the sharpest criticism has come from fellow Christians who don’t like some of the images he uses.  To be honest, I don’t think the issue is The Shack so much as some Christians’ difficulty with the use of imagination as an appropriate way to explore our faith.   Some people believe that the Bible leaves no room for imagination.  How is this possible, when Jesus used imaginative parables to describe our relationship with God?  Let’s explore how imagination fits with our understanding of God.

INSERT John 10:11-24

Remember the old cartoon “Peanuts”?  One of my favorite Peanuts cartoons was the one where Charlie Brown, Linus and Lucy were all lying on their backs looking up at the clouds.  Lucy comments, “If you use your imagination, you can see lots of things in the cloud formations… What do you think you see, Linus?”  Linus responds, “Well.  Those clouds up there look to me like the map of the British Honduras on the Caribbean.”  The next scene Linus continues.  “That cloud up there looks a little like the profile of Thomas Eakins, the famous painter and sculptor…”  The next picture shows Charlie Brown sitting up with a confused look on his face as Linus continues, “And that group of clouds over there gives me the impression of the stoning of Stephen… I can see the Apostle Paul standing there to one side….”  The next scene shows Charlie looking over at Lucy as she says, “Uh huh… That’s very good… What do you see in the clouds, Charlie Brown?”  Charlie Brown looks back up in the sky and says, “Well, I was going to say I saw a ducky and a horse, but I changed my mind!”
The problem with imagination is that it can feel too open-ended.  It leaves room for different people to hold a variety of interpretations and draw different conclusions.  While this may not be that big a deal when we are looking up at clouds, for some it can feel frustrating when it comes to understanding God.  

Jesus must have frustrated some of the people who heard him.  He often responded to direct questions with parables.  “Jesus, you say God wants me to love my neighbor.  Define neighbor.”  Jesus responds to this question with a parable about the Good Samaritan.  “Jesus, tell my brother to divide the inheritance with me.”   Jesus responds with a parable about building bigger barns.   I can picture those people saying, “What?!  Why don’t you just answer my question?”  In fact, after Jesus told the crowd a parable about his being the good shepherd they responded, “How long will you keep us in suspense, if you are the Messiah tell us plainly.”  

The problem with parables and imagination is that it takes time to figure out the implications. They must have often walked away saying to each other, “What do you think Jesus meant by that?”  In fact, some of us get impatient with Jesus.   “Come on Jesus, don’t just tell them an open-ended story.  Tell them clearly that you are the Savior, the only way of salvation and nobody comes to God except through you.”   We want Jesus to be clearer.  We want clear answers, not open-ended stories.  So why did Jesus so often tell imaginative stories instead of giving simple direct answers?  Here is the truth: imaginative stories have a way of getting around our intellectual and emotional defenses.  Stories force us to change our questions.  “Is this right or wrong?” turns into “So what does that mean for me?”  

The Shack is not intended as a vehicle for rigid doctrinal answers.  There are other books that do that.  If you are looking for non-fiction, doctrinal books on the topic of suffering and faith I suggest Phillip Yancey’s Disappointment with God, or Rabbi Kushner’s When Bad Things Happen to Good People, or The Will of God by Leslie Weatherhead.  These theological works are intended to discuss and consider the theology of pain.  The Shack, as an imaginative story, invites us into a conversation that explores our feelings and fears more than right or wrong answers.

Let me show you what I mean.  Let me take up one of the most hotly debated scenes in The Shack.  When Mack asks Jesus if his goal is to convert everyone to Christianity, Jesus responds by explaining that there is a difference between being a religious member of an institutional church and having a personal relationship with Christ.  When it comes to religious institutions, Jesus does not promote any particular denomination (Baptist or Catholic) or any particular political group (Republican or Democrat).   In fact, the author pushes that thinking to the edge by suggesting that Jesus saves Buddhists as well as Baptists.  I am confident that Young believes that Iraqis will be in heaven along with Americans.  Now, I know that ruffles some feathers.  


Several blog sites debate this image of Jesus loving people of other religions.  Some have jumped to the assumption that the author is saying you don’t need Jesus to be saved.  Is he implying that it doesn’t matter how we live or what we believe, since everybody will get to heaven?  I don’t think that is what the author is saying.  If it were, I disagree with him. 
It is tempting at this point to debate the doctrines of universalism versus limited atonement.  Must a person believe in the substitutionary atonement in order to be saved?  Let’s be honest. Most of us don’t know what these doctrines are and would be bored listening to a panel of theologians debate them.  All we know is that God is love.  “Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  Yes, but what does that look like?
The author of The Shack paints a word picture of Jesus loving people so much he will go to amazing extremes to reach them.  He doesn’t authorize the various religions as alternate paths to God.  But Jesus, in the story, says he will travel any of those religious paths to offer salvation to people that feel far from God.  If they can’t read a Bible, Jesus will whisper to their hearts.  If they’ve never seen a church, Jesus will reveal himself to them through whatever means they have available.  He is not limited to sharing his love only inside of church buildings.  He goes to where the hurting people are and doesn’t wait for them to join a church in order to find him.

I’ll admit I am inspired by this radical view of Jesus’ love.  Let me be clear here.  I absolutely believe that the only way of salvation is through Jesus Christ.  No one comes to God except through Jesus.  But I don’t assume that means only church members go to heaven.  I absolutely believe that people are born again only by the Holy Spirit.  However, I see the Holy Spirit at work in surprising places outside of the church.  I believe that Jesus died for Iraqis and Americans, Democrats and Republicans, Muslims and Mormons.  I think he loves all kinds of people and we may be surprised when we get to heaven to discover that he gave his salvation and eternal life to people who were not like us and did not belong to our kind of church.


Let me conclude with a story that has become one of my favorite parables of Jesus’ ability to save whoever he chooses.  It took place during World War II.  Two GIs, one protestant and one Catholic, met with a village priest to arrange for the burial of their Jewish friend.  The priest explained that he could not bury a Jew in the holy ground of the church cemetery since the cemetery was dedicated only to Catholics.  They agreed to the burial of their buddy just outside the fence of the Catholic cemetery.  

At the end of the war, as the two GIs prepared to leave Europe and come home, they went by that little village to pay their last respects.  When they couldn’t find the grave, they went inside the church and asked the priest about their Jewish friend’s grave.  The priest took them inside the cemetery and pointed to the grave.


“But you told us he couldn’t be buried in this sacred cemetery because it was dedicated for only Catholics.”


The priest responded, “That’s right.  But I can move the fence.”


Can Jesus move the fence?  A few years ago I used this story and discovered afterward that some people heard it as implying that everybody gets into heaven no matter how they lived or what they believed.  That is not my interpretation of this story.  My understanding of this story is that Jesus can grant his salvation to whomever he wishes.  Jesus can save a drunk dying of alcohol poisoning in the gutter who never went to church.  Jesus can save an immoral person who ruined his family and never went church.  Jesus can save a religious person of another religion who never went to church.  I believe Jesus will go down any path to find and save those who feel far from God.  All it takes on our part is to let ourselves be loved and forgiven by Jesus.    


My Jesus will move fences and travel down unlikely paths to wrap his arms around you.  No matter where you are right now, Jesus loves you.   Will you let him wrap his arms around you?  
� Charles Colson, Against the Nigh: Living in the New Dark Ages (Minneapolis: Grason, 1989) 175.
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