An Inconvenient Truth About Alcohol
Proverbs 23:29-35
“Consider abstinence from alcohol as a path of wisdom”
A Path of Experience

My name is David.  I have been alcohol free for fifty-eight years and three hundred and twenty one days.  However, I must also say I have been cottage cheese free for the same period of time.   Now my reason for not eating cottage cheese is not the same as my reason for not drinking alcohol. 

 I don’t think I would like cottage cheese.  People have tried to get me to try it but the thought of eating cottage cheese repels me.  Some family members say I have eaten cottage cheese in some of their recipes, but I try not dwell upon it.  And I am sure some form of alcohol has made its way into my food but I have chosen not to drink it.

Over the year’s high school peers, army buddies, business associates and theological educators have invited me to drink but I have declined.  My refusal to drink alcohol is not because I don’t think I would like it but because of a religious commitment. 
I grew up in an alcohol free home.  My father drank alcohol as a young man and said he enjoyed the taste very much.  When my parents were converted they gave up alcohol as part of their Christian Piety.  My mother joined the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and as a child I heard many speeches about the negative impact of alcohol on society.
 The Sunday School curriculum annually addressed the topic of abstinence.  As a third grade student my Sunday School class was invited to make a pledge to remain alcohol free.  This commitment was not abstinence until age twenty-one, but alcohol free for life. Abstinence has been a part of my spiritual discipline ever since.

However, not all of my siblings chose to remain alcohol free.  Whether they made the pledge I do not know.  Of my parents six children some chose the path of abstinence and others the path of initial moderation.  I say initial moderation because the path of initial moderation led to alcohol addiction for a few. As I have thought back over my personal experience in regard to alcohol I still consider abstinence as a path of wisdom.

 A Path of Tradition
We who are part of the Church of God (Anderson, Indiana) trace a root of our ecclesial life to the early nineteenth century holiness movement.    This renewal movement emphasized personal and social holiness.  Part of personal holiness was a firm conviction that our bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit.
 Therefore Christ followers were encouraged to practice moderation in good things and abstinence in bad things.  Social holiness, among other things, had to do with a prophetic commitment to expose powers and principalities
 that demean and destroy and to actively engage the culture for the common good. 

Churches tracing their origins to the 19th century holiness movement advocate a position of abstinence in regard to beverage alcohol.
 For example the Salvation Army considers itself to be the largest abstinence movement in the world.  Since the Salvationist work with many people addicted to alcohol the Army believes abstinence bears a credible witness. The Free Methodist, Nazarene and Wesleyan Churches promote abstinence. The 19th century Africa American movement, known as the Sanctified Church, identified alcohol consumption with worldliness therefore choosing to embrace abstinence.
  And while The United Methodist Church is not a full member of the Christian Holiness Partnership, never the less, their Social Principles
 highlight an historic commitment to abstinence.
In seeking to understand the position of the Church of God, a review of the Gospel Trumpet and Vital Christianity magazine was done.   From 1893 to 1996 over 65 articles were discovered relating to the use of alcohol.  There was not a single article supporting a libertarian or moderation view toward alcohol.  
 Leaders such as A.T. Rowe, General Manager of the Gospel Trumpet Company, published extensively about the negative aspects of alcohol
.  Physicians wrote informatively about the health liabilities
.  Guest author Norman Vincent Peale preached persuasively exposing the myth that to be success one had to drink socially
.  Kenneth F. Hall verifying the “obvious” reported that states selling a greater volume of alcohol were also the states producing more alcoholics.
 
 In the months following prohibition, letters from the field, cited how prohibition was having positive social benefits.   But articles also reported that the legal and illegal alcohol industry, referred to as Mr. John Barleycorn, was not giving up, and was insisting that alcohol should be available to all and that taxes on drink would contribute to the betterment of society..  The Church of God General Assembly went on record (June 1928) opposing Prohibition Repeal.
 Four decades later the General Assembly (1964) passed a resolution encouraging congregations of the Church of God to “consider Christian responsibility in the fields of temperance and general welfare, particularly with alcohol problems...”

 Otto Mayer, writing after the Prohibition Repeal, and sensing the potential tipping point in American congregations away from abstinence toward moderation, wrote an informed essay encouraging churches to reaffirm abstinence, not through legalism and moralsim but through education believing if properly informed people would freely choose abstinence.
  Historically the Holiness tradition has gone on record encouraging individuals and congregations to consider abstinence as a path of wisdom.
A Path of Scripture
Scripture poses a paradox when considering wine or strong drink.  On the one hand wine is sometimes praised as in “Wine (yayin) gladdens the human heart)” (Ps. 104:15) and other times prohibited as in “Do not look at wine (yayin) when it is red” (Pv. 23:31)   In closer examination of the Proverbs 23:31 there may be a clue in understanding this paradox.   
 Within the biblical cannon, Proverbs is one of the wisdom books.  Proverbial wisdom has little to do with brain power but has everything to do with living a life pleasing to God. Proverbs is a collection of short, sticky sayings pointing toward the path of wisdom.  
Within Proverbs, (22- 27) there is a collection of the “sayings of the wise”. The section begins with a universal call “Incline your ear, and hear the words of the wise” (Proverbs 22:17).  
Within the collection, each wise saying starts with the words, “do not” (‘al-tere’) For instance in Proverbs 23:10 we read “do not move an ancient boundary stone or encroach upon the fields of the fatherless”.  Again in Proverbs 23: 20 “do not join those who drink too much wine or gorge themselves on meat”. Likewise we read; “Do not look at wine when it is red, when it sparkles in the cup and goes down smoothly.  At last it bites like a serpent, and stings like an adder.  Your eyes will see strange things, and your mind will utter perverse things.  You will be like one who lies on the top of a mast.  “They struck me, you will say, but I was not hurt; they beat me, but I did not feel it.  When shall I wake? I will seek another drink.” (23: 31-35)
The universal admonition “do not’ (2nd person singular) is now directed to wine (yayin); “do not look upon wine when it is red” (‘al-tere’ yayin Ki yith’addam). “ Do not look”, is the same admonition used when Lot and his family are instructed “do not look back toward Sodom.”(Gen. 19:17) In other words do not gaze longingly, lovingly, lustfully, for those things meant to be left behind.

 Since there is no biblical word for alcohol
 red was and is often used to describe facial features (29b) of people who have been drinking what today is called alcohol. The February, 2007 issue of The New England Journal of Medicine described a usually calm, 49 year old inmate, as a “red eyed, loony and combative male.” This was the description of a man who had drunk liquid hand cleaner, that was 70% alcohol, and was going around lecturing people on the finer points of life.  

Princeton University linguist, Stephen Reynolds, in his book The Biblical Approach to Alcohol, writes that “adom (red- a stative verb) is never used in any passage in the Bible concerning yayin (wine) except this one (23:31), and here it is used in the hithpa ‘el.”
 Literally the verb, with the hithpa ‘el stem, could be translated “when it makes itself red” .In this verse the word red or “it makes itself red” is not an adjective describing the natural color of wine, but a verb describing the process of fermentation.

At some point in human history there was a discovery
 that the excrement (microorganisms) of grapes or grain when left alone, overtime, would ferment and create a liquid that when consumed could do strange things to the human body.  According a Proverbs 23:31, those who would seek to follow a path of wisdom, should not look longingly at the kind of drink that poisons like a serpent and stings like an adder.

Some commentators see this verse as an admonition to alcoholics only.  But remember the larger context.  The “do nots” of this section of Proverbs are universal, for all who would seek a path of wisdom.
  For example we do not read the words “Do not move the ancient boundary lines, as an admonition for incorrigible thieves only.” Neither should we read the words “do not look at wine when it is red, as an admonition for incorrigible alcoholics only, but for all who would consider wisdom.  

In the early 19th century Moses Stuart, considered the father of exegetical studies in America and co founder of the Society of Biblical Literature concluded, “when the scriptures speak of wine as a comfort, blessing, or libation to God… they can mean only such wine as contained no alcohol that could have mischievous tendency; that whenever they denounce it and connect it with drunkenness and revelry, they can mean only alcoholic or intoxicating wine.”
 
  In the 21st century NIV translator Stephen Reynolds agrees. The word wine, in Scripture, can mean either alcoholic or non-alcoholic drink depending on the context of the word.  Dr. Reynolds suggests in order to rightfully understand the scriptural use of wine and beer we should perhaps think of the English word cider for cider does not cause us to think automatically of alcohol or non -alcohol. 

With this in mind we might pause when we read “take a little wine for your stomach.”   With out reading too much modern science back into the first century, what kind of wine might be best suited for stomach problem?  “Ancient Greeks wrote about thick unfermented syrup called “stomach wine” that was good for weak stomachs.
 
Again, when considering the kindness of the Good Samaritan, “He went to him … “pouring on oil and wine”
 We could ask, what kind of oil and wine might be good for open wounds? 
And famously, when Jesus turned water into wine
 we may want to ponder, what kind of wine was pronounced “you have kept the good wine until now”?  Pliny, the Roman historian and contemporary of Jesus chronicled that the best “tasting wine” in Roman culture was boiled unfermented wine.
 The best for last is consistent  with the purpose of miracles as signs that pointed toward a “new kingdom” symbolized by “new wine” and illustrated by “a new birth” (Jn.3) and “a new worship”(Jn. 4)..
 To summarize, since there is no biblical word for alcohol and since the same word for wine is used for both fermented and non fermented drink,
 then the scriptural context must be allowed to suggest the kind of wine or strong drink implied.  The implication is perhaps there is a kind of cider that “gladdens the human heart” and perhaps there is also a kind of cider that “bites like a serpent and stings like an adder”. Proverbs invites us to consider abstinence as a path of wisdom.

A Path of Reason
 Today there is an inconvenient truth about alcohol that is like an 800 pound gorilla in the middle of our culture.  While adults
 are now questioning the wisdom of putting poisonous leaves into their mouths and setting them on fire, very few are questioning the wisdom of drinking a poisonous drug.. To the contrary the cultural message is alcohol makes you social, sexy
, hip and even healthy! 
 In 1991, “60 Minutes” popularized the “French Paradox”. Morley Safer reported on the possible heart protective effects of drinking red wine.  His report led to a 44% increase in the red wine sales among Americans.  American Airlines could not keep red wine stocked.   The wine industry lobbied the U.S. Government to market wine as a health elixir.  However, the French have recently exposed the myth.  “There is no scientific consensus today over the protective effect of alcohol, says Dominique Gillot, France’s Secretary of State for Health.  However, the link between the quantity of alcohol consumed and increase risk of disease…is scientifically validated.  Alcohol is the number one health problem in France.”
   It is also interesting to note that despite pressure from the alcohol industry, no U.S. Government Agency has recommended Americans drink alcohol for health benefits.

The inconvenient truth about alcohol is never told.  Consider the following:

· Alcohol kills more kids than all illegal drugs combined. 
· Alcohol is a key factor in 1 out of 3 divorces.

· Alcohol is a factor in more than 50% of all domestic violence incidents.

· More than 100,000 deaths each year are attributed to alcohol.
· For every $1 collected in revenue from the alcohol industry, $8 is spent on alcohol-related problems.

· There are 40-50% more billboards in urban areas that advertise alcohol and tobacco than in the suburbs.
· There are more alcohol outlets in urban areas than any other business.

Every year on college campuses nationwide:

· There are 696,000 alcohol-related assaults.
· There are 599,000 students who are injured due to alcohol.
· 1,700 students die from alcohol related injuries.

· Alcohol is involved in 90% of all campus rapes and up to 75% of all other sexual assaults.

· “Simply by enrolling in college, students change their drinking patterns—for the worse”
.  
 The Journal of Medical Studies published in March of 2003 reports that “ five years after high school, students who went to college, had rates of drinking higher than their peers, who did not go to college”
  The alcohol industry preys on the “college effect.”  “Research on alcohol advertising conducted by Georgetown University showed that the No. 1 sporting event for alcohol advertising was the men’s NCAA basketball tournament.  More alcohol ads ran during “March Madness” than did the Super Bowl, the Stanley Cup playoffs, the World Series, and National Basketball Association finals put together”
 
Jean Kilborne, a consumer advocate, reveals that advertisers, funded by the alcohol industry, deliberately target heavy drinkers and devise ads to appeal to them. “If alcoholics were to recover (stop drinking) the alcoholic industry’s gross revenue would be cut in half”. 
 Bottom line alcohol industry depends on the binge drinking of the young and the addictions of the mature.  When considering the inconvenient truth about alcohol abstinence is a path of wisdom.
A Question to Ponder
  The month of April is alcohol awareness month.  Regardless of the position of our faith tradition on alcohol it is important to help connect the dots regarding the inconvenient truth about alcohol in our culture.  Over the next month I want to invite you to shine a light on this personal and social concern by asking a simple question… “Was alcohol involved?”

· When there are car wrecks ask… was alcohol involved?
· When there is child abuse ask… was alcohol involved?

· When there is spousal abuse ask… was alcohol involved?

· When there are rapes ask… was alcohol involved?
· When there are fistfights, obscenities, thrown objects, vomit and personal injuries at sporting events, concerts and festivals ask… was alcohol involved?

· When there are racial slurs ask… was alcohol involved?

· When there is violence ask … was alcohol involved?

· When girls and guys behave badly ask… was alcohol involved?

· When athletic teams, fraternities, sororities and social clubs behave badly ask… was alcohol involved?

We who are called to leadership in our communities, churches and colleges have great opportunity but also great responsibility. Leaders are on call 24/7 to soberly perform our sacred trust.  
  Proverbs (31:4-5) admonishes, “It is not for kings, O Lemuel--not for Kings to drink wine, not for rulers to crave beer, lest they drink and forget what the law decrees, and deprive all the oppressed of their rights.”
 
The Revelation reminds us that Jesus “has made us a Kingdom of Priests to serve His God and Father…”
 When considering the benefits and costs of alcohol, abstinence is a path of wisdom.
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