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Have you read the novel that came out a year or so ago, that novel written by William Paul Young titled The Shack?  One person, to whom I asked that question, responded with over the top enthusiasm.  “Oh my gosh,” she said, “I loved that book!  It’s the best book I’ve ever read!  It changed my life!  That book brought me back to faith!  It brought me back to God!”  Another person I asked, though, responded very differently.  She’d read it and hated it.  For her it was like reading something penned by the Devil, a book from which faithful people need to be protected, a book that ought to be banned if not burned.

It brought me back to faith, back to God; it’s an evil, a danger to faith:  really strong reactions, those two, to a book that’s a novel, a made up fictional story which fits within the genre of literary fantasy.  But, see, the plot of the book is shaped and fueled theologically, by a certain slant, a certain perspective on who God is, how God relates to human beings, how God is involved with what happens in the lives of people.  And so, I guess it’s predictable that people who ever think about God, whether positively or negatively, would react to some of the theological premises along which the plot of this book travels.


But most of the people I’ve talked to have not responded to the book so dramatically, as something all great or all terrible.  Their experience while reading it was pretty similar to mine, this sense of being put sort of off balance, not the kind of off balance you might feel on a dangerously slippery slope, but more the off balance you might experience on uneven terrain, uneven ground causing you constantly to have to shift your weight back and forth, without a secure toe-hold on the path, unable to walk steady.


It’s like this.  You read a page and you say to yourself, “That’s a neat idea: I like it.”  But then you turn the page and say, “Whoa, that’s too way out there,” but turn the page to say, “Whoa, that’s too way out boring, same old sentimentally pious pabulum,” but then turn the page to say, “Wow; this is meaty stuff, food for the soul.”  That rocking back and forth sense of being thrown off balance in your own thinking about what you’re reading, I certainly felt it when the man in the story went to this shack and met a certain character.  The writer of this story is also, of course, introducing us, the readers, to that certain character.  I’ll try to tell you about this character without spoiling the story for you, if you’re planning to read the book yourself.  This character is one of three main characters in the book, and, wild as it may sound, the three are what you and I refer to as the divine Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Now, Trinitarian theology isn’t ho-hum stuff, as you well know, if you’ve ever tried to get your head around the concept.  But neither is it something brand new and therefore shocking.  Yet one person of the Trinity, as presented by this writer, did engender in me that off balance feeling.


When the author introduces you to this character, usually referred to as the Father, you find yourself introduced to a woman, a Black woman, a very warm, nurturing, motherly Black woman who loves to cook, who puts on her apron to cook comfort food, loves to cook comfort food, the down home comfort food that you yourself most like, loves to cook that for you because she loves you so much.

So, okay, I wasn’t put off balance by that.  My initial response was “Hey, that’s neat; I like it.  Not that God is necessarily female, no more than God is male, but the connotation of God as warm, nurturing, motherly feels good, right.”  I guess, though, that for some readers that sense of being put off balance did happen right there, a huge challenge to their own theological ruminations about who God “the Father” is, their faith path suddenly left feeling like uneven ground.  But God as motherly Black woman, that was real okay with me.  What threw me off balance was what the other two members of the Trinity called her, what the author leads us readers to call her, too.  

She is a loving, nurturing, apron-wearing, comfort food-cooking, motherly Black woman called “Papa.”  Papa, a female called “Papa?”  Suddenly, I felt myself having to shift my weight, as if on uneven ground thrown off balance, no longer sure of where the author might be going, but especially not sure of where I was going in my own thinking.  That off balance feeling, it forced me to realize that I haven’t thought all there is for me to think about God.

That feeling of being thrown off balance – I guess right about now you may be wondering what that has to do with this morning’s Bible passage and with being called to follow Jesus.  Well, it seems that the experience of being thrown off balance, of being pretty much forced to think thoughts that are outside our own usual repertoire of mental cogitation, is what opens the door to conscious discipleship.  Am I saying that there’s such a thing as “unconscious discipleship,” that it’s possible to do discipleship as if in a coma?  Of course not, but, see, a lot of folks come into the arena of discipleship without ever having really made a conscious decision that this way of life is of passionate importance for their own living, that the following Jesus way is going to be the passion which shapes and guides every facet of their lives – at church, yes, but also at home, at work, at school, out shopping, out on the freeway, wherever, the passion that’s going to guide every moment of their lives on earth.


Remember, lots of Christians were born into the milieu of Christianity, born into the culture of Christianity.  They were born into families who took their children to church.  They were baptized, went to Sunday School, became church members themselves, since then may have joined other churches, perhaps denominations other than the one they were born into.  And being a church member is important to them, or they’d be doing something else on Sunday mornings.  But, in large part, it’s been for them more like just riding a gentle wave, just being carried along, sometimes on a big storm-pushed wave, yes, but really, they’re never thought much about how they came to be riding that wave or if they really want to, if they themselves are really passionate about being surfers, as it were.  Riding the wave has been for them what they were acculturated into doing.  And now they do it relatively unconsciously, with no perceived necessity to think about it, and with no perceived necessity to think about doing it differently.  They’re comfortable, floating along.  And there are others who, once upon a time, were conscious disciples and were passionate about it, but just sort of slipped away to float on the wave, too.  And they’re comfortable, and who really wants to be uncomfortable?  Trouble is, that sense of being thrown off balance, isn’t comfortable.  Little wonder that some folks resist going there.
But that feeling of being thrown off balance is, I think, what opens the door into conscious discipleship, to be lived with passion.  Take those four fishermen, surely they must have experienced that off balance feeling.  We may not see it, lo all these years later, because Jesus’ words about becoming fishers of people are so familiar to us.  That gospel net woven of good news, cast wide to gather people into the welcome of God’s love – rarely does that metaphor throw us off balance, shock us into thinking new thoughts.  But consider how it sounded to those fishermen.  They knew just about everything there was to know about fishing for fish, but nobody ever heard of fishing for people. How would you fish for people; why would you fish for people; what would you do with them when you pulled the net in?  But that’s what the guy said, Follow me; I’ll make you fishers of people – definitely a new thought to think, guess I’ll go see what it’s all about.

That feeling of having been thrown off balance, to think new thoughts, to realize that there’s a whole lot you don’t know, to catch a glimpse of something different for your life, to wonder what it would be like, that different life - that off balance place, in which you wake up to where you are, riding the wave, but without a sense of going anywhere, really not sure of where you want to go or where you should go - that off balance place where consciousness begins to stir, where discipleship can become conscious – that’s where Papa steps in.

She steps in, and she places you at a crossroad, with roads going off east, west, north, south, each road stretching past the horizon beyond your eyesight.  And she says, “Child, which way are you going to go?”  And you, now off balance, no longer so comfortable, so sure about the way you’ve been living, you say, “I don’t know which way to go.”  And Papa smiles, but not because you’re uncomfortable and hurting.  She smiles because she sees you now ready to see.
“Child,” she says, “now you’re getting it, that there’s a lot you don’t know.  You’ve been riding that wave as if you knew what you were doing, but you’ve been just floating along, doing the same old same old with nary a thought, unconscious about who you are, who you could be, where you are and where you could go.  You’ve been out there like somebody without a compass, just making up directions for yourself.  You’ve been talking the talk of Christianity, sometimes even walking the walk, but without any real passion for it, and you can’t be a disciple without passion – nobody can.

“Child,” she says, “I’ve been waiting for this moment, waiting for you to see you like I see you, so full of possibilities, new thoughts to think, new life to live, new passionate Jesus-following to discover.  And I’ve been waiting for you to see me, that I’m who you want to be with, and that I’m who you need to guide you.
“See, I’ve been waiting for you to get out of the clutches of your own ego, thinking that your own thinking was big enough to guide you, sometimes letting that old ego really get out of hand, to think that your thoughts were sufficient to guide everybody else, to turn them into your followers – I’ve been waiting for you to get it, that you need me to guide you.  When you’re at that crossroad, look for me there; you’ll see me, and you can follow me; I’ll show you which way to go.
“Child, look, I’ve got an apron for you, made it with my own two hands, made it to fit you, and I’ve been holding onto it till you were ready to wear it, till you were ready to put that apron on with a passion and get in the kitchen with me to do some real down home cooking.”
That off balance place:  it may not be very comfortable, but what a gift it offers.  It’s a birthing place, where conscious and passionate disciples are born.  And it’s a re-birthing place from time to time, where conscious and passionate disciples once again think new thoughts and get new energy for following Jesus all the way through and all the way home.

She smiles, a woman called “Papa, and she says, “Come along now, child; follow me.”
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