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Geiko Muller-Fahrenholz - God's Spirit: Transforming a World in Crisis 

Geneva: World Council of Churches. 175 pages. Price: US $17.95 

Reviewer: Dr Johan Buitendag 

The theme of the book is one of the more popular subjects in recent theology, namely creation and eco­

logy. The author deals with this subject from a pneumatological perspective, interpreting the term not in 

the individual and private sense of the Spirit as an esoteric experience in the reborn heart, but as the cos­

mic Spirit transcending time and space. This results in a global perspective evoking the whole of crea­

tion. The renowned expression of Veni, Creator Spiritus corresponds therefore with Maranatha, crea­

tion to salvation. 

Taking this point of departure, the author finds himself firmly within the current theological trend 

to understand reality. Contra Karl Barth, the author sees the ruach in Genesis 1:2 already as the Spirit of 

God and understands the 'activity' in this verse as possibly suggesting the hatching of the primordial egg. 

(The author pays tribute to and sees an analogy in the painting 'The great Family of the Belgian artist, 

Rene Magritte, as a mythic and visionary image of the moment at which creation began.) This spirit of 

God hovering over the surface of the waters', is the motherly energy of God, the inspiration and soul of 

the earth. 

The relevance of the theme is self-evident. The author addresses the current world cnses with re­

gard to ecological and social disequilibria and interprets them anew. He succeeds in maintaining the deli­

cate balance inherent in the church's identity-involvement-dilemma. On the one hand we need new vi­

sions for 'household politics' (oikodomia), and on the other hand a reinterpretation of the traditional 

'aliens in a foreign land' (paroikia). The constructive and immanent thrust of ecodomical communities 

must incorporate the element of critical non-conformity. This demands a new paradigm. 

In his introduction the author himself draws attention to three aspects of his personal background: 

his work at the World Council of Churches in Geneva, his pastoral work in the Lutheran Church in 

Germany, and his lectures in ecumenical and ecological ethics in South America. These correspond 

roughly with his approach in the book to an interwoven understanding of society, psychology and nature. 

Moltmann has indisputably had an influence on his thoughts. The train of thought, especially in the 

two books by Moltmann on Creation and on Christianity, is pursued from beginning to end. The author 

reminds us that the world is hallowed as creation primarily through the Sabbath. The creation finds its 

apex (according to the Priestly account of the creation) not in man, but in the institution of the seventh 

day as God's own day of rest. 

This book is 'a translation from the original German but has been substantially abbreviated. 

Although traces of original German filters through in certain expressions, the book reads wel,l and the 

message is clear. The book comprises twenty-three short chapters, many of which are introduced by an 

epigraph. These introductions are theologically interpreted to form the background for certain classical 

dogmas, which in turn are reinterpreted and applied at the end of the chapter. The classical ordo salutis 

with its well-known concepts is understood in terms of concepts such as solidarity, endurance, for­

giveness, networking and l'romising. The author's exposition of the munus triplu as truth, solidarity 

and perseverance is a refreshing take on the more conventional. 
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Not only does the author to a certain degree succeed in bridging the traditional schism between the 

evangelicals and ecumenicals, but between the inner and outer realms of existence as well. In his own 

words: 'The, "outward" threats correspond with the "inward" fatigue and restlessness'. This point 

coincides with the defining of stress as the inner side of the ecological crisis; of stress and the ecological 

crisis as individual and collective pathology of discrepancy of the inside and the outside, as presented in 

the reviewer's dissertation in 1985. 

The author's discussion of the concept of numbing is particularly noteworthy. Numbing refers to 

the human response of the 'killing of feelings' (Robert Jay Lifton) as survival mechanism. The only way 

to overcome the pain of others is to make oneself insensitive to the onslaught of painful images, to reduce 

the range of feeling, to go numb. The author, however, proffers forgiveness as an alternative response. 

Chapter 20 deals most satisfactorily with this issue. 

A highly recommended book for all who seek a fresh interpretation and application of pneumato­

logy today, especially in South Africa. The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) of the 

government and all its hearings could be understood and evaluated against this background. 

Peterlin, D 1995 - Paul's letter to the Philippians in the light of Disunity in the 

Church (Supplements to NovQIll Testamentum LXXIX.) 

Leiden: Brill. 270 Pages. Price: Unknown. 

Reviewer: Dr P B Boshoff 

Epaphroditus was an influential and well-to-do person who played a leading role in the Philippian church 

(204). He undertook a visit to Paul in prison in order to hand over the congregation's modest financial 

contribution on the occasion (180-181, 184). He covered the costs .of his journey and lodgings himself, 

and undertook to see to Paul's further needs. Epapbroditus was Paul's leitourgos in terms of providing 

money. When Epapbroditus fell ill in Rome he feared that the small number of Christians in Philippi 

may interpret his illness as affirmation of the unsuccessful natuf"e of his mission. Paul's imprisonment 

had already evoked serious doubts, as the Philippians battled to reconcile themselves with his situation. 

How could the Lord allow his legate to be subjected to such an ordeal and his work to be subsequently 

handicapped. Coming from a context of paganism they anticipated Christian life to be much more 

glamorous, and battled to reccncjle suffering with it. 'Was he doing his best to proclaim the gospel? 

Wasn't he compromising Christ by being thrown into jail? Isn't the Christian l~fe all about victorious 

living?' (48). Suffering became a burning question as they - as congregation - were increasingly 

socially ostracized (50-51,219). 

Peterlin proposes that Paul doesn't react so much to dissenting theological vie~ints. He does not 

regard theological opponents as the real danger, but rather a potential threat from outside th~ congrega­

tion. The letter is not intended for those representing the threat. They don't read theJetter themselves, 

but are indicated by Paul as a bad example, not to be followed. He fears that certain tendencies within 
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