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For Daniel,
Who plied the needful to the not-so-bitter end
Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration, or a Sabbath day. | ||
—Colossians 2:16 |
The one who eats everything must not treat with contempt the one who does not, and the one who does not eat everything must not judge the one who does, for God has accepted them. Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To their own master, servants stand or fall. And they will stand, for the Lord is able to make them stand. | ||
—Romans 14:3-4 |
Chapter 1: Introduction
What would Jesus drink? In 1996, in the height of the What Would Jesus Do? movement, I found myself wondering about the answer to this question in relation to drinking wine, beer, and liquor.
I was raised Southern Baptist, the son of a seminary-educated preacher who was one of maybe a half dozen people in the country who could read ancient Sumerian cuneiform. It was not a skill in great demand in the Big Thicket of East Texas, and being the son of a man with this distinction didn’t gather me any respect among my classmates in Fred, Texas, where I grew up in the 1970s.
Texas has this thing called the local option election, whereby each county decides locally whether to allow the sale of alcohol. As a teenager, I participated in successful campaigns to keep our county dry, another accomplishment that failed to garner respect from my peers. I was probably the only kid in my graduating class who had never tasted alcohol. Or smoked. Or danced. These kinds of things were an occupational hazard for a Southern Baptist preacher’s kid.
But the question of what Jesus would drink is not the exclusive domain of Southern Baptist PKs. A surprising number of people have found themselves in an argument on this question.
Was Jesus really the miraculous bartender, as some have said, by creating wine at a wedding? Did Jesus really drink wine at the Last Supper? Was the wine in the Bible really grape juice? Is drinking wine, beer, or liquor a sin, or is it just a personal preference? Should a Christian abstain anyway, even if it’s not a sin?
This topic has been ruffling feathers for over a century in the United States and perhaps even longer. Back in 1874, women concerned about the destructive power of alcohol and the problems it caused their families and society founded the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) in Cleveland, Ohio. WCTU members chose total abstinence from alcohol as their lifestyle and adopted the Greek philosopher Xenophon’s definition of temperance:
Temperance may be defined as: moderation in all things healthful; total abstinence from all things harmful. | ||
—Xenophon, c. 400 BCE |
What would Jesus drink? Regardless of the answer, there is no question about the significant and frequently negative effect of alcohol on families and society.
Sobering Statistics
This section gives some statistics on the damaging effects of alcohol on society as of this writing. If you’re not into statistics, skip to Mixed Messages.
You don’t have to try very hard to find all kinds of negative statistics associated with alcohol. Almost everyone has had a friend or family member die due to drunk driving. The US Department of Transportation reports that in 2009, one-third of traffic fatalities (10,839 out of 33,808) were due to drunken driving, 1,077 of those being teenagers.
According to the 2007 report Deaths: Final Data for 2007 from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC):
Consider these statistics from About-Alcohol-Abuse.com:
Crimes/Injuries/Deaths
Costs
No matter what comes of this inquiry, no one can deny that these numbers are horrifying. If we were attempting to discover whether alcohol has caused a lot of damage, heartache, illness, and death, we could stop right now. The answer is quite clearly yes.
But this is a search for what the Bible says about drinking, so we must look to the Scriptures, not statistics.
Mixed Messages
What would Jesus drink? As every new generation arrives at the age of majority, the question is asked again. For the sincere follower of Jesus, the answer is not as easy to find as one might expect.
As with other doctrines, the stance of the church on this topic varies by denomination. While all denominations caution against drunkenness, some have no proscription on alcohol consumption while others prohibit the use of alcohol altogether.
If we look to the history of the attitude of the church toward drinking, we find equally confusing positions. The Catholic church has a long history of endorsing a moderate use of alcohol. The founders of the Reformation were enthusiastic drinkers. But there are also major figures in church history who have stood strongly against the consumption of alcohol and used the Scriptures to back their position.
I haven’t found an exhaustive history on ecclesiastical attitudes toward alcohol, but I suspect that the current ambivalence on the topic stretches back to the beginnings of Christianity and beyond. We will look more into this topic in the chapter on the conservative Christian subculture.
So we must turn to the Scripture itself to find what it says on this subject. But even a sincere follower of Jesus who wants to learn what the Bible really says and is committed to following the full counsel of Scripture on drinking faces a daunting task. Anybody can find individual verses and try to discern the message, but in my search to answer the question, I found that early on things get tricky.
For example, how is one to interpret these verses?
May God give you heaven's dew and earth's richness—an abundance of grain and new wine. | ||
—Genesis 27:28 |
Should I give up my wine, which cheers both gods and humans? | ||
—Judges 9:13 |
Wine that gladdens human hearts. | ||
—Psalm 104:15 |
When compared to these verses?
Wine is a mocker and beer a brawler; whoever is led astray by them is not wise. | ||
—Proverbs 20:1 |
Do not join those who drink too much wine. | ||
—Proverbs 23:20 |
Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. | ||
—Ephesians 5:18 |
As you read, it’s easy to find warnings against drunkenness, but then you run up against the story in John 2 where Jesus made over a hundred gallons of wine at a wedding where the crowd was already tipsy.
A seeker can’t be blamed for being confused. After all, how many people have the time to search through the 800,000+ words in the Bible to discover the big picture, the full message on this topic when taken as a whole?
Digging Deeper
That’s where this book comes in. I had the same questions, and I came up against the same problems in finding a definitive answer.
Twenty years after high school, twenty years of regular membership in Southern Baptist churches, I decided to dig deeper, to find every verse in the Bible that touched on this topic, and figure it out. I set aside any sermons I might have heard, any personal history, any personal preference, and began a search for the truth, committed to following it wherever it might lead.
This book is the chronicle of that search and my conclusions. Here you will find all 247 verses of the Bible that reference wine and strong drink listed and categorized. You will also find my analysis and conclusions. However, I’m not saying you should come to the same conclusions. My background notwithstanding, I am not a biblical scholar by any definition of the term. I am merely an ordinary Christian trying to figure this out in a tradition-free, culture-free context.
Think of this book as a starting point for your own research, analysis, and deliberation. You have to make your own decision, guided and informed by the Scripture. Like the Bereans in Acts 17, you should search the Scriptures for yourself to find what is true. This book makes that easier by gathering all the verses together and providing a little organization to streamline your study.
I have also included my impressions and conclusions as I worked my way through the verses. But you should take care to separate The Word from my words, and the source material from my conclusions.
If you read the verses and come to a different conclusion, that’s fine. I hope that we can agree to disagree, according each other the respect due to one who seeks after truth in good will and good faith, as Paul says.
The one who eats everything must not treat with contempt the one who does not, and the one who does not eat everything must not judge the one who does, for God has accepted them. Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To their own master, servants stand or fall. And they will stand, for the Lord is able to make them stand. | ||
—Romans 14:3-4 |
Chapter 2: Culture or Scripture?
It’s important that we begin with a clear understanding of the goal. From the beginning of my research, my goal was to find the truth as defined by Scripture, and that is the target of this short book.
If the current culture in which we live is a deciding factor in your search, you may as well stop reading right now. In fact, if that’s the case, send me an e-mail, and I’ll refund your money or send you one of my other books free as compensation, because the money you spent on this book will have been wasted.
For my purposes, culture was not relevant to the inquiry, whether the prevailing culture of society or the culture of the church. Especially the culture of the church, because often it is difficult for insiders to differentiate between what the Bible says and what church tradition says, and these two are not necessarily the same thing.
As any thinking person realizes immediately, an institution as old as the church, or even as old as a single denomination, develops a culture. It acquires thoughts and practices, and they become engrained in the corporate culture. These thoughts and practices become almost indistinguishable from, but not equivalent to, the original principles. I wasn’t interested in the barnacles encrusted on the ship of faith. I wanted the word pure from the source.
As Paul says, we should not conform to the pattern of the world, but be transformed by the renewing of the mind, rejecting cultural standards in preference of scriptural standards of behavior.
Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will. | ||
—Romans 12:2 |
Jesus criticized the Pharisees for multiplying rules and requirements for people to follow while setting an even more exacting standard for the believer. Of the legalistic believers of his day, Jesus said:
They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. | ||
—Matthew 23:4 |
But he took things to the next level, not giving his followers an easy out, when he said:
Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect. | ||
—Matthew 5:48 |
That sounds like an even heavier requirement, but the point was that true faith is a matter of the heart, not a matter of following rules. It’s easy to consult a checklist to see if you’re safe. It’s quite another matter to daily examine your heart to see if you’re following the law of love.
My aim was to strike the path of righteousness based on the law of love while avoiding the ditches on either side, neither imposing cultural mores as scriptural mandates, nor dismissing scriptural principles in favor of cultural preferences.
For example, there is no warning in the Bible against dancing, but some denominations, like my own, teach against dancing. Due to my background, I’ve never been much of a dancer, but despite some protestations to the contrary, it is clear to me that this is a cultural preference, not a scriptural principle. I would say that opposition to dancing on cultural grounds is not a problem as long as it is not presented as a scriptural principle or biblical imperative.
On the other hand, there are many passages in the Bible that speak against adultery, Exodus 20 being the most popular.
You shall not commit adultery. | ||
—Exodus 20:14 |
Many argue that biblical standards of sexual morality are not relevant to modern society. However, there is no expiration date on the Ten Commandments. As one preacher said, the new morality is just the old immorality. The Bible is very clear on the issue of adultery. Christians who are intent on discerning and living the full counsel of Scripture have opposed the reclassification of adultery as a cultural preference.
Reading with an Agenda
There are many reasons people pick up a book like this one. Perhaps you're curious. You've never thought about the issue, and you're interested in finding out what the Bible says. In that case, you're probably in the minority, but you've come to the right place.
Perhaps you're a militant abstainer and you're looking for ammunition in your crusade to convict sinners of their transgressions and guilt them into holiness. In that case, you're out of luck. This book is more about the heart than the rules.
Or you may be looking for a permission slip from Jesus to prove that you have the scriptural right to do what you've already decided you're going to do. You're also out of luck. No free passes here.
You could be struggling with alcohol abuse and looking for excuses to avoid dealing with it by showing that the Bible says it's OK. I hope not, because we both know that's just a delaying tactic and a dangerous way to live. This book doesn't hold the answer to your problem.
Or perhaps you live with someone who has a drinking problem and you're hoping to find something in here that will help you persuade him or her to get help. My heart goes out to you. I wish I had the answer that would fix things for you. There are people qualified to address that issue, but I'm not one of them, and this is not that book.
Or maybe you've heard a lot of preaching about the topic, perhaps even contradictory messages, and you're confused about what the Bible really says. Maybe you want to find out so you can act on it in faith. In that case, this is the book for you.
If you're willing to set aside your preconceptions and take a journey of discovery to find the true intent of the Bible, I think you'll find this little book worthwhile.
Getting Down to It
The question before me when I embarked on this study was the scriptural position on alcohol. And that is what we’ll look at now. Not what your daddy or my daddy thought and taught. Not what your denomination or my denomination publishes in their literature. What the Scripture says.
What would Jesus drink? Some Christians consider moderate use of alcohol to be completely acceptable, while others consider any use of alcohol whatsoever to be sinful. Which position is scriptural, and which is cultural? Or perhaps both are cultural and there is a third scriptural position.
In answering this question, our primary focus is the Bible itself. We will look at all the references to wine and strong drink in the Bible, and we will examine the life of Jesus. We will also look at the common arguments that arise in a discussion on this topic. All quotations are from the New International Version (NIV) unless otherwise noted.
Chapter 3: Analysis of Scriptural References to Alcohol
My first step in the journey was to locate all the relevant verses in the Bible. In the Old and New Testament there are 228 references to wine and 19 references to strong drink. That’s a lot of information to synthesize, so I organized them into categories as indicated below. You can find all the verses listed in the appendix.
I spent many hours digging through all these verses, and if you want the full story, you should look at them all too. But don’t worry about your eyes glazing over in the next few sections. I worked up a summary of the highlights for quick reading. After the table there is a quick summary of the numbers, followed by a few paragraphs about each of the three major groups: positive, negative, and neutral.
References to Wine
58 | Use accepted as normal part of culture |
32 | Symbolic (the wine of his wrath, etc.) |
27 | Wine called a blessing from God |
24 | Use in offerings and sacrifices |
19 | Loss of wine an example of a curse from God |
16 | Examples of abuse of alcohol |
15 | Vows of abstinence |
13 | Warnings against abuse |
9 | Gifts between people |
5 | Comparisons (x is better than wine) |
3 | False accusations of drunkenness |
3 | Rules for selecting deacons |
3 | Miscellaneous |
1 | Abstinence in deference to weak consciences |
228 | Total |
References to Strong Drink
6 | Vows of abstinence |
4 | Warnings against abuse |
3 | Examples of abuse of alcohol |
1 | Use accepted as normal part of culture |
1 | Symbolic (the wine of his wrath, etc.) |
1 | Use in offerings and sacrifices |
1 | Loss of wine an example of a curse from God |
1 | False accusations of drunkenness |
1 | Miscellaneous |
19 | Total |
Summary of References to Alcohol in Scripture
To further distill the verses into a clear view, I divided the 247 references into positive, negative, and neutral references.
Negative
I considered warnings against abuse (17), examples of abuse (19), guidelines for selecting leaders (3), and a warning against causing a brother to stumble (1) to be indications of the negative aspects of drinking. There were 40 such references, 16 percent of the verses.
Positive
I considered examples of the commonly accepted practice of drinking with meals (59), the abundance of wine as an example of God’s blessing (27), loss of wine and strong drink as an example of God’s curse (20), use of wine in offerings and sacrifices (25), wine used as a gift (9), and metaphorical references as a basis for a favorable comparison (5) to be positive references. There were 145 such references, 59 percent of the verses.
Neutral
I considered the symbolic references, such as the wine of his wrath, etc. (33), vows of abstinence (21), people falsely accused of being drunk (4), and four others that didn’t seem to fit in any category to be neutral. There were 62 such references, 25 percent of the verses.
Positive References to Alcohol in Scripture
After I compiled all the numbers and categorized them, the first thing that leaped out at me was the fact that 59 percent of the references were positive. I’d never heard a positive sermon on wine and did not expect this outcome. In fact, I wasn’t sure what to make of it at first glance.
Regular Use of Wine
Surprisingly, by far the most numerous type of references to wine in the Bible (58 references, 25 percent) are casual references to wine as an integral, commonly accepted part of the culture. No value judgment is attached to it any more than we would attach a value judgment to a choice of iced tea or Diet Coke with a meal.
I was intrigued that in the minds of the writers of the Bible, no stigma is associated with the casual use of alcohol. Nowhere in these references is it even remotely suggested that it was considered a sin.
It reminded me of a story (likely apocryphal) that I heard about a Baptist preacher who went to Europe for a conference and stayed in the home of a local pastor. He respectfully abstained from the regular use of wine at meals, but he was dismayed. He didn’t want to offend, but he felt it was his Christian duty to admonish his brother on the last day of the conference. However, before he had the chance, the European pastor pulled him aside and shared his concern regarding the unhealthy caffeine addiction of the Baptist preacher based on watching him drink several cups of coffee a day during his stay.
An Example of God’s Blessing
Back to the verses, as if to pile on my confusion, almost as many times (47 references, 19 percent) an abundance of wine is used as an example of God's blessing, and a lack of wine is used as an example of God's curse. In these references, wine is included along with milk, wheat, corn, children, oil, sheep, cattle, fowl, rain, silver, and gold as blessings that come from God.
This did not fit my expectations in the slightest, but it did make me think of what Paul said about money.
The love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. | ||
—1 Timothy 6:10 |
Seeing this verse in the light of verses equating money with God’s blessing, I thought I might be seeing a parallel. It’s not money itself that is evil, but rather evil comes from the behavior of those who have elevated money beyond its proper position. Was the same true of wine? I set this thought aside for future consideration and continued through the list.
Use in Sacrifices
There are 25 references (11 percent) to instructions or examples of the use of wine in offerings and sacrifices. I wondered how, if drinking wine was a sin, it could be used in sacred rituals. And then there was the detail that Jesus himself continued the Passover tradition by including wine as an essential part of the only sacrament he himself established—Communion.
Do this in remembrance of me. | ||
—Luke 22:19 |
I felt the rumblings of a great ship changing course. I had begun this enquiry half expecting the results to confirm the teachings of my childhood, and the Bible itself was challenging those teachings. But I suspended judgment until I saw the whole picture. I was in this to find the truth of the whole counsel of Scripture, and I was only halfway through.
Other References
In the positive section, there are fourteen more verses. Nine times wine is mentioned as a gift (along with things like bread, cattle, and sheep), and five times in the Song of Solomon it is used as a basis for favorable comparisons, such as "thy love is better than wine.”
I wasn’t through yet, but I was definitely challenged.
Neutral References to Alcohol in Scripture
I found many verses that don't seem to contain any particularly positive or negative connotation. They don't characterize wine as being good, but neither do they contain warnings about the dangers posed by wine. These verses came mainly in two categories.
Symbolic References
There are thirty-two symbolic references to wine, used primarily in reference to acts of God or human behavior that is similar to the effects of wine, such as:
They, too, will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. | ||
—Revelation 14:10 |
I am like a drunken man, like a strong man overcome by wine, because of the Lord and his holy words. | ||
—Jeremiah 23:9 |
Most of these verses could be used as examples of the prevalence of the everyday use of wine, since symbolism frequently draws from familiar images, which would place them in the positive category, but it seems more appropriate to consider them as neutral.
Abstinence
There are twenty-one references to vows of abstinence that can be separated into two categories: partial abstinence and total abstinence.
One example of partial abstinence includes the case of Levitical priests who were prohibited from drinking wine before going into the temple to perform their duties. However, it is clear that they weren't required to abstain completely since offerings of wine were included along with grain and other goods to financially support the priesthood. This seemed to me like a case of not drinking on the job, which is not the same as a rule against all drinking. It’s just a good idea, no matter what you do for a living.
By contrast, the Nazarite vow included a vow of total abstinence from wine and strong drink, along with other signs of being set apart, such as not cutting the hair. In fact, a Nazarite abstained from anything related to grapes, including unfermented grape juice, fresh grapes, and even raisins. This vow was taken by few people and was certainly not something expected of the average person.
The other example of total abstinence is a reference to the sons of Jonadab, who made a vow to their father that they would never drink wine. Jeremiah (a prophet of God, no less) attempted to persuade them to drink wine, but they remained true to their vow. According to the commentaries, the sons of Jonadab were used by Jeremiah as a symbol of faithfulness, a quality that the nation of Israel had lost.
As I considered the vows of abstinence recorded in the Bible, it seemed to me that they were special cases that did not apply to the general population. I put them in the neutral category because abstaining from alcohol for the sake of a vow does not imply that the common use of alcohol is a sin, any more than the Nazarite vow to not cut the hair implies that cutting hair is a sin.
Other References
Bringing up the end of the neutral category, there are four references to people falsely accused of being drunk: three for Hannah and one at Pentecost. These could possibly be considered negative references, but since there are so few (less than 2 percent), their placement is not important. There are also four references that don't seem to fit a category at all. This number is also too small to significantly affect the outcome.
Negative References to Alcohol in Scripture
Of course, it is the negative references that require the most scrutiny. As I looked at them, I discovered something of interest.
Abuse
All but one of the forty negative references to alcohol in the Bible concern the abuse of alcohol. There are seventeen warnings against abusing alcohol, nineteen examples of people abusing alcohol, and three guidelines for selecting leaders. The three references to selecting leaders caution that those who abuse alcohol should not be selected as leaders. They use the phrases "not given to drunkenness" (1 Timothy 3:3), "not indulging in much wine" (1 Timothy 3:8), and "not given to drunkenness" (Titus 1:7).
As these are warnings against abuse, they seemed to indicate that total abstinence is not required or expected of leaders. Given the number of leaders I know who practice total abstinence, I was surprised with this finding.
By the time I had come to this point in my research, I sensed a fairly clear picture of the larger sort. Based on the content and number of positive references to alcohol and these thirty-nine negative references, it seemed to me that the scriptural position is an emphasis on moderate use of alcohol with a caution against drunkenness.
But one verse remained, and it was a biggie. It was the verse I heard throughout my childhood and beyond in reference to drinking. Before I came to a final conclusion, I had to give full consideration to the remaining reference to wine.
The Weaker Brother
From the standpoint of Scripture, there is one final verse to deal with, and it’s a big one, the one dealing with the weaker brother. First, we need to establish what Paul means by a weaker brother.
Let's establish what it is not. The weaker brother is not someone who has a weakness for alcohol. This phrase does not refer to an alcoholic. The Bible has a term for this kind of person, and it's not the weaker brother; it's the drunkard. The weaker brother is not a binge drinker or someone who sometimes has a few too many.
There is more to say regarding the drunkard, to use the KJV term, or the alcoholic, to use a more modern term, that we will cover in the chapter on the law of love. But for now we need to clearly understand that the term weaker brother has nothing to do with abusing alcohol.
As we shall see, the weaker brother is someone with a weak conscience.
What Is a Weak Conscience?
To understand this last and crucial verse, we need to understand the biblical definition of a weak conscience. But before we investigate, consider the following question:
How would you define a weak conscience? Describe the behavior of a person who has a weak conscience.
When I thought of a weaker brother, certain images came to mind, and all involved someone who was weak when resisting temptation. I thought of the words of Jesus to the disciples when they could not stay awake for one hour, something that always made me feel guilty because who can pray for an hour without falling asleep? Certainly not I! Jesus told them:
Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation. The spirit is willing, but the flesh is weak. | ||
—Matthew 26:41 |
That was the image I had of a weaker brother. Imagine my surprise when I dug into that question and found that the Bible established a different definition of weakness—that it in fact defined an interesting (and surprising to me) relationship between a weak conscience and legalism.
The references in the Bible to people whose conscience is not working properly describe, not people who fail to realize they are sinning but people who think they (or others) are sinning when they aren't.
In reference to eating meat sacrificed to idols, Paul says:
Eat anything sold in the meat market without raising questions of conscience, for, “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it.” If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you want to go, eat whatever is put before you without raising questions of conscience. But if someone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do not eat it, both for the sake of the one who told you and for the sake of conscience. I am referring to the other person’s conscience, not yours. For why is my freedom being judged by another’s conscience? If I take part in the meal with thankfulness, why am I denounced because of something I thank God for? | ||
—1 Corinthians 10:25-30 |
The man who has problems with his conscience is the one who is worried about eating the meat, not the one who realizes there is no sin in eating the meat.
This was a stop the presses moment for me! The guy with the weak conscience is the guy who is hung up about what he should or should not do. For someone in an environment who took to heart Psalm 139, it was unsettling.
Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts. See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting. | ||
—Psalm 139:23-24 |
This is a good prayer for any follower of Jesus, and I took a closer look at it. It says, “Know my heart.” This resonates with the emphasis of Jesus on the heart rather than on the outward manifestations of following the letter of the law but failing to honor the intent. I saw a connection with Paul’s words about eating and drinking.
In Romans, Paul uses the term “weak faith” rather than “weak conscience,” but the principle is the same.
Accept the one whose faith is weak, without quarreling over disputable matters. One person’s faith allows them to eat everything, but another, whose faith is weak, eats only vegetables. | ||
—Romans 14:1-2 |
Verses 3 and 4 caution each not to condemn the other, both the one whose faith allows him to eat everything and the one whose faith is weak and only eats vegetables.
The one who eats everything must not treat with contempt the one who does not, and the one who does not eat everything must not judge the one who does, for God has accepted them. Who are you to judge someone else’s servant? To their own master, servants stand or fall. And they will stand, for the Lord is able to make them stand. | ||
—Romans 14:3-4 |
In perhaps the most severe passage, Paul tells Timothy that people whose consciences have been seared abandon the teaching of the faith and start to teach a legalistic abstinence.
The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons. Such teachings come through hypocritical liars, whose consciences have been seared as with a hot iron. They forbid people to marry and order them to abstain from certain foods, which God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who believe and who know the truth. For everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving, because it is consecrated by the word of God and prayer. | ||
—1 Timothy 4:1-5 |
Titus also contains a scathing passage on this topic, which includes this verse.
To the pure, all things are pure, but to those who are corrupted and do not believe, nothing is pure. In fact, both their minds and consciences are corrupted. | ||
—Titus 1:15 |
So I found that the weaker brother is the one who sees prohibitions where God has not placed them. Legalism is actually the result of a weak conscience, not a strong conscience developed from spiritual maturity.
Now that we have a better understanding of the context, let's return to the remaining reference to wine.
Better Not To Do Anything
It is better not to eat meat or drink wine or to do anything else that will cause your brother to fall. | ||
—Romans 14:21 |
When I read this verse, I realized it was the verse that mattered. Not that the previous 246 verses were meaningless. True, I had detected a certain momentum in the other verses that led me in a surprisingly clear direction, but this seemed to sum things up in the same way that Jesus did when the Pharisees tried to trap him with the question, “Which is the greatest commandment in the Law?” He answered:
“‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the second is like it: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ All the Law and the Prophets hang on these two commandments.” | ||
—Matthew 22:37-40 |
When I considered Paul’s words in context, I saw that he was arguing the same principle, the law of love. Do nothing that would cause your brother to fall.
It didn’t matter that 59 percent of the verses were positive references to drinking wine. Truth is not up for a majority vote. This verse could not be ignored or avoided on the grounds that 246 to 1 are great odds. I knew I must face it squarely and consider all the implications. My goal was to find truth, not to justify or discredit a particular bias or denominational position. So once again I dug deeper.
This verse is divided into two parts: (1) a list of things that should be avoided and (2) why they should be avoided. Let's take the second half first.
That Will Cause Your Brother to Fall
If we take a look at the context of this verse, we discover that causing a brother to fall does not mean causing him to specifically eat meat or drink wine. It means to cause him to violate his conscience by imitating an action that he believes in his heart is wrong.
But whoever has doubts is condemned if they eat, because their eating is not from faith; and everything that does not come from faith is sin. | ||
—Romans 14:23 |
If a weaker brother thinks that drinking wine is a sin, but he sees us drinking wine and decides to drink some himself, still believing in his heart that it is sin, according to this chapter we have caused him to stumble.
This is what Romans 14:21 says we must not do. This is serious stuff. But it doesn’t necessarily say what some people try to use it to say.
Some people reference this verse in the King James Version, which says:
It is good neither to eat flesh, nor to drink wine, nor any thing whereby thy brother stumbleth, or is offended, or is made weak. | ||
—Romans 14:21 KJV |
Most likely any of us who have been Christians for very long have come across someone who has attempted to modify our behavior based on the claim that what we do offends them. These people interpret the word "offended" to mean "an insult or affront."
Based on this interpretation, which is not supported by the context, some use this verse to say, "If you know I am opposed to any use of alcohol and you drink alcohol in spite of that, you have offended me in violation of Romans 14:21."
But an honest reading of the entire chapter makes it clear that verse 21 doesn't say that we have offended a brother if a self-righteous Pharisee feels insulted that we would transgress his cultural interpretation of Christian behavior. We have offended our brother only if we cause him to violate his conscience by imitating actions he believes in his heart are wrong.
The most prevalent interpretation of this verse is more reasonable, frequently using a scenario like the following.
Christian A picks up a six-pack of beer in the store and buys it. Christian B sees A in the checkout line with the beer. Christian B has been taught from his youth that beer is the drink of the devil and to drink it under any circumstances is sin. However, he is emboldened by the example of Christian A to buy some himself and drink it, even though he is still convinced in his heart that what he was taught at his mother's knee is true, that drinking beer for any reason is a sin.
Some advance this scenario as the type of situation Romans 14:21 is talking about. They conclude that a responsible implementation of the verse is never to buy or drink alcohol on the off chance that a weaker brother might imitate us and consequently violate his conscience.
I have heard and read this interpretation many times, but as I considered this verse and this scenario, it didn’t seem to me to be a reasonable interpretation.
It Is Better
In Romans 14:21, there are three specific actions we are told to avoid if they would cause our brother to stumble. They are:
There’s not much in the way of wiggle room in this verse. If it isn't covered in number 1 or 2, then number 3 wraps it up quite neatly. Let's go back and pick up the list at the top, addressing the eating of meat, which we have thus far skipped over, although it has come up a few times.
There are denominations, such as the Seventh Day Adventists (SDA), that recommend vegetarianism and Levitical dietary rules. Many Christians don't agree with this doctrine of the SDA, but the SDA is considered a Christian denomination. Therefore we must consider the Adventists our brothers.
According to the interpretation of Romans 14:21 advanced in the last section, if there is a chance that an Adventist will see us eating pork ribs or a nice breakfast of bacon and eggs and think in his heart, "Hey, sure it's a sin, but just one can't hurt," and join in, we have caused him to stumble. There doesn't seem to be any way around this conclusion if we are going to honestly apply this verse in a consistent fashion.
This application of the verse poses a problem for those who take the Bible seriously. If we truly believe this interpretation to be the accurate one in reference to wine, we are faced with the mandate of restricting ourselves to Old Testament dietary laws in order to avoid causing a brother to stumble.
Going beyond diet, let's consider number 3, doing "anything else that will cause your brother to stumble." Some denominations believe that watching plays and movies, regardless of rating, is a sin. Will we all agree to never attend a movie or play again, or to watch only the news and educational programs that don't involve dramatizations on the television? If not, what happens when someone who believes it is a sin decides to attend a movie because he saw us doing it?
Some denominations believe it is a sin to wear makeup. Will we all agree to forgo makeup? Some denominations believe it is a sin for women to cut their hair or wear jeans. Will we all conform to this regulation on the off chance that we might be imitated by someone who really thinks she shouldn't do these things? What about wearing shorts, mixed bathing, wearing jewelry, buying anything on Sunday, playing cards, playing dominos, listening to James Taylor, using Celtic words for bodily functions instead of Latin words? The list goes on and on.
Practically every part of our culture that we take for granted is considered a sin by some segment of Christianity. Are we prepared to alter every aspect of our behavior in deference to weaker brothers who have problems with things we do every day?
More importantly, is this really what Romans 14:21 is saying? Even more importantly, is this the way Jesus taught and lived his life? Did he take pains to avoid “offending” the legalistic religious leaders of his day?
This interpretation of Romans 14:21 is not only impossible to apply consistently, it seems at variance with the life and example of Jesus.
A more reasonable interpretation is that if you know someone who believes something is wrong but is tempted to do it anyway, you should abstain for the sake of that person. Otherwise, we would have to live in constant apprehension that some completely innocent action might be imitated by a complete stranger and thus find us in violation of this verse.
Analysis of Scripture: Conclusions
After going through all 247 verses addressing alcohol, it seemed to me that the scriptural position is an emphasis on moderate use of alcohol with a caution against drunkenness. It was not what I was expecting when I began my study, but I didn’t see how I could honestly say that the Bible teaches that drinking wine is a sin.
Chapter 4: The Example of Jesus
But I didn’t stop there. I decided to take a look at the ultimate role model for a Christian, Christ himself. After all, Paul said:
Follow my example, as I follow the example of Christ. | ||
—1 Corinthians 11:1 |
And Peter said:
To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps. ”He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth.” | ||
—1 Peter 2:21-22 |
In my opinion, at no time should a Christian feel uncomfortable following the example of Jesus. When a doctrine emerges that causes us to ignore or even repudiate the example of Jesus or to imply that Christians cannot use the behavior of Jesus as a reliable guide, it is time to question the doctrine.
I realized that several of the references to wine in the Bible involve Jesus. It seemed to me that to suggest that any use of wine is a sin would be to suggest that Jesus sinned. But as I was growing up, I heard several arguments that addressed this issue.
Was It Really Wine?
Some say that the wine of the Bible was nonalcoholic. In other words, the contention is that when the Bible says "wine," it really means "grape juice." But I wondered about the seventeen warnings against drunkenness and the abuse of wine in the Bible. How did the partakers of the Lord's Table at the church of Corinth get drunk on grape juice? Why would Paul say, "Be not drunk with wine"?
Some say that the wine of biblical times may have been alcoholic, but the alcoholic content was so low that it doesn't compare with the wine of today. But the same questions apply. Whatever the alcoholic content of the wine of Bible times, it was at a sufficient level to require warnings against drunkenness. And what of the twenty references in the Bible to people actually getting drunk?
As I researched the verses, I had to conclude that when the Bible says "wine," then that is exactly what it means.
However, I performed this research in the days before Amazon.com went public, back when information was not as readily available as it is today. Since then several books have been published on the subject, many of them in the first decade of the twenty-first century. See the bibliography for a list I have compiled so far.
As I said in the introduction, I am not a biblical scholar. I don’t know Hebrew, Greek, or Latin. Heck, as a Texan, I barely know English. Many experts have written many words analyzing the original languages and the words translated as “wine” and “strong drink” in the King James Version of the Bible. According to the scholars, in the Old Testament two words are translated as “wine,” tirosh and yayin. But the scholars often disagree with each other very strongly about how to parse the original language in ways that invalidate each other’s arguments.
Some scholars say that tirosh always means “grape juice” and yayin sometimes means “wine” and sometimes means “grape juice.” This distinction in the usage of these two words is very important to their argument that the Bible teaches total abstinence.
Other scholars say that both words can mean either “wine” or “grape juice” and that those who teach otherwise are seriously wrong. This usage of the two words is very important to their argument that the Bible teaches total abstinence.
In addition, there is the method whereby they determine how to translate an ambiguous word, which basically comes down to this:
You don't have to be a logician to see the problem with this methodology.
All these issues notwithstanding, any serious student of the topic should take the time, as I have done, to look at their research and conclusions, since they obviously have an advantage when it comes to languages.
What Happened at the Wedding at Cana?
Early in the ministry of Jesus, before he had attracted big crowds and the rancor of the religious establishment, he attended a wedding with his mother. Consider the scene in John 2.
It’s a big celebration. The party has been drinking wine to the point that the host has completely run out and is on the verge of embarrassment. But it’s not because he didn’t stock enough. The guests have not restricted themselves to a few discreet sips in a toast to the bride. It is clear from the account that they have been engaged in some serious celebration because they have reached the point where they won’t recognize the difference between a good wine and an indifferent wine. In other words, they are at least tipsy. And then Mary asks Jesus to do something about the problem.
I was in my thirties before I attended a wedding where alcohol was available at the reception. The crowd I hung with didn’t do wine or champagne at the reception. They probably wouldn’t have attended a wedding reception where wine was flowing freely and the drinking was as concerted as is indicated in this story. If they did, they wouldn’t have stayed long.
But if my crowd had gone to such a wedding and had stayed to this point in the reception, what would be the probable response when asked to provide more wine for guests who are already drunk? It is unlikely that we would have agreed to replenish the supply, by means natural or supernatural.
Jesus, however, not only replenished the supply, he made an additional six jars, which according to the commentaries held twenty to thirty gallons. So Jesus provided 120 to 180 gallons of wine to a party that was well along the way to inebriation! When I dug deeper into this passage, not only did it contradict everything I had ever heard, it caused me to re-evaluate the conventional understanding of the proper limit of drinking.
Was Jesus a Drunkard?
The second reference to wine in connection with Jesus comes in the form of a false accusation from Pharisees, recorded by Luke.
For John the Baptist came neither eating bread nor drinking wine, and you say, “He has a demon.” The Son of Man came eating and drinking, and you say, “Here is a glutton and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners.” | ||
—Luke 7:33-34 |
Jesus maintains that the Pharisees wouldn't be satisfied regardless of what he did. John the Baptist was a Nazarite from the womb and as a result didn’t drink wine.
For he will be great in the sight of the Lord. He is never to take wine or other fermented drink, and he will be filled with the Holy Spirit even before he is born. | ||
—Luke 1:15 |
The Pharisees accused John of having a demon. Notice that the Pharisees didn’t twist the truth of John’s behavior. It was known that John, as a Nazarite, didn’t eat bread or drink wine. However, they slandered John with their conclusion that he had a demon. The Pharisees, evidently astute twisters of the truth, had to have some substance to work with instead of making up things out of whole cloth.
Jesus did not take the Nazarite vow, but ate and drank openly and freely, so they accused him of being a glutton and a drunkard. It seems to follow that in this case their premise was also based on fact, that Jesus ate and drank, but their conclusion was slander.
If Jesus didn’t drink actual wine with a significant alcohol content, the charge of being a drunkard would have been too ridiculous to offer. Jesus evidently drank wine to the extent that his enemies thought they could discredit him by spreading rumors that he was a drunkard.
What About the Lord’s Supper?
The third reference to wine in connection with Jesus is the sacrament he instituted during Passover, the Lord's Supper, as recorded in Matthew 26:27, Mark 14:23, and Luke 22:17. In all three references the word wine is not mentioned. Instead it says, "He took the cup." However, the occasion was the Passover, and wine is the traditional drink for that celebration. In fact, according to some sources, the Passover tradition of the first century required participants to drink four cups of wine.
As I did my research, it seemed that if the use of wine were truly sinful, it is unlikely Jesus would have used it as a foundational and ongoing ritual of the New Covenant.
The Example of Jesus: Conclusion
While examining the three references to wine in the life of Jesus, I discovered that he did not condemn the use of wine in celebration, that he evidently drank wine as a regular part of meals, that he had little regard for the criticism of the legalistic religious leaders of his day, and that he made wine a primary symbol in the new covenant.
These verses from the life of Jesus reinforced my impression from investigating the 247 references to alcohol found throughout the Bible. It seemed to me that the scriptural position on alcohol is an emphasis on moderate use of alcohol, a conclusion for which I was not prepared.
Chapter 5: Alcohol and the Conservative Christian Sub-culture
Most Christians who insist that a Christian must abstain from alcohol are found in conservative Protestant Christian denominations. In these denominations it is not uncommon to hear sermons against any drinking, usually accompanied by statistics like the ones listed in the introduction to this book. The tragedy of these statistics remains, regardless of the analysis of the biblical position. It could be these statistics that lead many prohibitionists to grope for justification in imposing as a biblical mandate what has been discovered to be a cultural preference.
Church History
As more works on the topic of drinking and the church became available in the last few decades, I awaited a book documenting the attitude of the church toward alcohol through the millennia. The closest I have found is Drinking with Calvin and Luther by Jim West, noted in the bibliography. However, Jim’s book starts with Martin Luther and the Reformation, so it doesn’t speak to the previous fifteen centuries.
First there is the period between the life of Jesus and the emergence of the organized, hierarchical church. I haven’t found any sources for the church position on alcohol during this time. Then there was the one official, hierarchical church until the split between East and West in the eleventh century, which resulted in the Roman and Greek branches.
Of course, the monks are famous for developing the art of viniculture, brewing beer, and even innovating champagne. But that is not to say that in earlier times attitudes were not different.
Then came the Reformation, starting with Luther and his contemporaries in the fourteenth century. As Jim West clearly documents, the fathers of the Reformation were avid oenophiles and beer connoisseurs.
Because of Jim West, I stumbled upon one detail that astounded me, the story of Elijah Craig. Born in Virginia before the American Revolution, he was ordained as a Baptist minister in 1771. He had conversations with James Madison about how to guarantee religious freedom in the Constitution.
After persecution from the Anglican establishment, Craig left Virginia in search of religious freedom and migrated to Kentucky, where he donated land for the founding of Georgetown College, the first Baptist college founded west of the Allegheny Mountains. He also built a textile mill, a paper mill, a lumber mill, and a gristmill. Craig was evidently an industrious fellow, the very embodiment of the Protestant work ethic.
Then, in 1789, he founded a distillery. He is known as the inventor of bourbon whiskey, being the first to age the locally made corn liquor in charred oak casks.
Did you catch that last detail? A Baptist minister invented bourbon. Most Baptist ministers I have known, and I have known quite a few, have never even tasted bourbon, even though it was invented in the eighteenth century by a Baptist minister.
A century later the temperance movement had taken hold. In these present times, a Baptist minister will likely not have a church left to serve if it becomes known that he drinks bourbon, much less if he owns a distillery. It seems that in the nineteenth century a sea change occurred in the attitudes of the church. That brings us to where we are today, a time when a book like this is necessary.
But Things Are Different Now
Some maintain that alcohol causes much more damage to modern society than ever before, that technology has allowed the effects of alcohol to become vastly more destructive than in biblical times. Because of this increase in social damage, some argue that total abstinence is the only responsible position.
But we must recall the original intent of this investigation. This assertion does not remove the position from the realm of the cultural to the realm of the scriptural. In addition, this claim raises an obvious question. Where is the evidence that shows that a smaller percentage of the population abused alcohol in biblical times? It is doubtful that such evidence exists. It is likely nothing more than an assumption.
More importantly, this is a dangerous argument because it opens the door to relativism. It goes back to the question of scriptural versus cultural principles. Sin is a moral entity, not a cultural one. The final arbiter for the definition of sin is the Word of God, not a personal reaction to the excesses of our society.
Most conservative Christians would agree with the statement that if something was a sin in Jerusalem in AD 30, it is a sin now. In fact, they use this position to oppose attempts to rewrite the Bible to accommodate cultural decadence. Some people want to eliminate sins from the list due to cultural changes, seeking to legitimize adultery or other sins by claiming that the Bible is not relevant to modern social mores. Conservative Christians have rightfully resisted these attempts.
However, if we truly believe that sin is moral, not cultural, then not only must we resist the temptation to drop our favorite sins from the list, we must also resist the temptation to add our current cultural problems to the list. We must admit that the converse of our axiom is also true: If something is a sin now, it was a sin in Jerusalem in AD 30.
Since the Bible doesn't suggest that all use of alcohol was a sin during biblical times, how can it be now?
Jesus was much more critical of religious people adding prohibitions to the burden of the common man than he was of sinners.
They tie up heavy, cumbersome loads and put them on other people’s shoulders, but they themselves are not willing to lift a finger to move them. Matthew 23:4
Jesus replied, "And you experts in the law, woe to you, because you load people down with burdens they can hardly carry, and you yourselves will not lift one finger to help them.” Luke 11:46
Jesus never called prostitutes, adulterers, or drunkards “vipers.” He reserved that term for the religious legalists of his day.
Other Social Problems
Some maintain that almost by default our culture abuses alcohol instead of using it in a responsible manner and that the resulting tragic problems in our society justify treating a cultural prohibition as if it were a scriptural position. This logic does not seem to be compelling, but let's give it a look. We can examine some other modern social problems and see what would happen if we applied this same tactic.
As was mentioned earlier, money is listed (along with children and wine and other things) as a blessing from God, even though Paul said:
For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil. | ||
—1 Timothy 6:10 |
Certainly our culture abuses money, and that abuse causes countless tragic problems in our society. The economic collapse of the “too big to fail” financial institutions at the beginning of this century is a prime example. However, we don't respond to the abuse of money in our society by preaching total abstinence from money. Instead, we teach scriptural principles for the responsible use of money.
The abuse of sex in this current culture causes enormous social problems. The statistics are staggering.
However, we don't demand a total ban on sex of any kind. To the contrary, we teach scriptural principles of responsible sexual behavior.
So, we see that in the cases of money and sex, the church maintains a scriptural position instead of turning to legalism. Why is it that it doesn’t do the same on the question of alcohol?
I question the efficacy of a dogmatic prohibitionist stance. Who is the audience of such an appeal?
Ultimately, it seems that such a stance is little more than preaching to the choir.
Chapter 6: The Law of Love
This study has focused on what the Bible teaches about drinking, attempting to discover whether it is classified as a sin. It's an important point, but there is a more excellent way, as Paul wrote when he introduced 1 Corinthians 13, the love chapter.
If we reduce this question to a checkbox on the order of:
Does the Bible say I can do it? Check.
and then brazenly claim our rights when challenged, we've missed the point of the gospel entirely.
The check box is the province of the Pharisee, not the follower of Jesus. It's the primary tool of those who live under the law. If we study the Scriptures to find out what we can get away with, we've fallen into the same ditch as the legalist who studies the Scriptures to find out what he can tell others they can't get away with.
The more excellent way is the law of love, which I first mentioned in the chapter on culture versus Scripture. Jesus mentioned this in another chapter on love, John 13.
A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another. | ||
—John 13:34-35 |
What does this mean for us now that we have come to the conclusion that the Bible does not forbid drinking wine? It means that we do all things guided by the law of love, including drinking wine.
Earlier we talked about the weaker brother and established that Romans 14:21 refers to those with a weak conscience, not to those with a weakness for alcohol. But what about the alcoholic?
In the section on the weak conscience we looked at 1 Corinthians 10:25-30. Now let's look at the two verses that immediately precede it.
"I have the right to do anything,” you say—but not everything is beneficial. “I have the right to do anything”—but not everything is constructive. No one should seek their own good, but the good of others. | ||
—1 Corinthians 10:23-24 |
This verse is frequently quoted in discussions about drinking, and for good reason. We can use our liberty to the detriment of others, which violates the law of love.
The Alcoholic
This is where the alcoholic comes into the picture. As it happens, I know a few recovering alcoholics.
About ten years ago I met a guy on a business trip. We kept in touch, and occasionally we would end up in the same town on business and get together for dinner. As I got to know "Bob," I learned that he had traveled into the depths of addiction and out through recovery.
Once when I was in California on business, I went to Bob's house for dinner, and he asked if I would like a glass of wine. I asked if he was sure about that, and he pointed to the well-stocked wine rack in the dining room. He said, "It's not a problem if you drink it; it's a problem if I drink it. You can stop after a few glasses. I can't."
I learned that, like half the people living in California, Bob's wife is a wine aficionado. In fact, I think there's a state law requiring a certain percentage of the population of California to be wine snobs. Bob's wife drinks wine at meals and has for the duration of their marriage. I joined her in a glass of wine. Bob is still sober and strong to this day, despite daily exposure to alcohol.
I don't know an alcoholic who still has a drinking problem, but if I did, I would not place temptation in his path by drinking around him. Yes, I have the biblical liberty to drink, but I choose the more excellent way. I choose to live by the law of love.
For me, it's just a drink. For the alcoholic, it's destruction.
Abstaining for the Sake of Others
I have another friend who frequently comes to my house for dinner parties. "Gustav" enjoys beer and the occasional margarita, but I've never seen him overdo it, not even at the New Year's Eve parties.
As his son grew older, Gustav became concerned about his son encountering peer pressure at school. When his son turned thirteen, Gustav made a covenant with him that neither of them would drink until his son turned twenty-one. When he told me about it at the next dinner party, I asked if he would prefer I not drink. He said, "No, go ahead. You're not the one who made the covenant. I am." Gustav is still holding strong to his vow, even in situations where his son would never know if he had a beer or not.
Gustav is a perfect example of the law of love. He has no misconceptions about what the Bible says about drinking, but he chooses to voluntarily deny himself for eight years for the sake of his son.
In the early days of my marriage, I drank the occasional beer or wine. Although it was over a decade before I did the research for the original version of this document, I felt I had a pretty good sense of the teaching of the Bible on the subject, as opposed to the leanings of the culture in which I lived. We didn't keep beer or wine on hand, mainly because we were absurdly poor and couldn't afford it, but I drank when the occasion presented itself.
One day The Woman came to me and said, "I'm not comfortable with you drinking." She was not raised in a Christian household, but her father was a teetotaler and highly critical of drinking. We talked at length about it, and she agreed that there was no scriptural prohibition against drinking. It was just a personal thing for her. It made her uncomfortable.
My response was, "If it makes you uncomfortable, I won't do it." And I didn't take another drink. We never talked about it. I never asked her for permission to drink at a party. I just quit drinking. As far as I knew, it was forever. There was no expiration date on the vow.
Then one day, ten years later, The Woman came to me on her own and released me from the vow, saying, "You know, I don't mind if you drink. It doesn't bother me anymore." After I verified that she really didn't have a problem with it, I replied, "I'll be right back," and reached for the car keys.
The point here is the law of love, which Paul talks about in the same chapter with the problem verse about the weaker brother, Romans 14. Verse 15 says:
If your brother or sister is distressed because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in love. Do not by your eating destroy someone for whom Christ died. | ||
—Romans 14:15 |
If I ignore something that distresses my wife, what does that demonstrate? That I love drinking more than I love her. If that's true, I should stop drinking anyway because there is a problem, and the problem is not her; it's me.
The Pharisee
Does this mean that if a legalistic abstainer demands that I quit drinking because it distresses him, I will quit? Absolutely not.
That's not an example of the law of love; that’s a perversion of the gospel. In fact, in my humble but accurate opinion, it would violate the law of love to validate such behavior. Capitulating to such tactics can only serve to confuse new or weak believers, who could be misled into mistaking such displays of "holiness" with the real thing.
Jesus didn't cooperate with the spiritual bullies of his day who attempted to manipulate and control others through legalism and intimidation. In fact, he reserved his most severe censure for religious bullies, calling them serpents and whitewashed tombs.
As Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 13, love is patient and kind and does not seek its own agenda. It doesn't steamroll over people, attempting to enforce a viewpoint on others. If I follow the law of love, I will not engage in such tactics and I will oppose those who do.
In fact, it was such a situation that prompted me to do the research on this topic fifteen years ago. I repeatedly endured sermons that equated keeping beer in your refrigerator with murder, rape, and bank robbery. After one sermon too many, I decided to sit down and do the months of research to find the true, full counsel of Scripture.
Before I sat down, I set aside culture, both the prohibitionist doctrine I had been taught from childhood and the impression I had that the doctrine was wrong. I started with a blank slate and a vow to accept the answer regardless of what it turned out to be. Sure, I enjoyed a drink on occasion, but I wasn't beholden to it, as my vow of abstinence years before demonstrated. I was willing to abide by the ruling of Scripture. And I did, although I was surprised at how clear the message was. I expected it to be more ambiguous.
I published the original study as a stake in the ground against legalism and religious bullying. It has resonated with a wide audience, been quoted in magazine articles and books, and been linked to by dozens of websites. In the intervening years, several books have been published on the topic, the majority of them supporting the prohibitionist doctrine. Clearly a book like this one is still needed.
I encourage you to read and discern the Scriptures on this and other topics, and most of all, follow the law of love.
Chapter 7: Alcohol and the Bible: Conclusion
Back in the day, I sat down and decided to find out the biblical teaching on the use of alcohol. I read all 247 references to wine and strong drink in the Bible in context to figure this out. I looked at the life of Jesus in the few places where the accounts mention wine. I found a surprisingly simple answer.
The Bible has several warnings against drunkenness, but only one caution against the responsible use of alcohol in celebration and with meals. That caution is to be careful when we are in fellowship with Christians with a weaker conscience. A weak conscience is defined in the Bible as a conscience that sees prohibitions where God has not made them or feels judgment where God has not judged. We are to be careful that we don't cause a brother to stumble.
The one thing I didn’t find was a prohibition against the use of alcohol. I leave you with these words from Paul.
Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration, or a Sabbath day. | ||
—Colossians 2:16 |
Postscript
As I worked through updating this study, I found myself thinking often of my dad. He was a staunch Southern Baptist minister of unimpeachable principles. He was also highly educated, far beyond my attainments. And he would have undoubtedly disagreed with this book, with sound judgment, well-considered words, and impeccable courtesy.
In the beginning of this millennium I had the honor of publishing a set of novels that serve as a testament to his balanced approach to life and Christianity. You can see what others have said about him here and more information on the novels at BradWhittington.com.
A Preview of Welcome to Fred
CHAPTER ONE I found it in the back of a drawer in his rolltop desk. Not that I was looking for it. I was just cleaning out the desk. I didn’t mind. In fact, I preferred it to cleaning out the closets, which Hannah was doing, or cataloging the furniture, the job Heidi had chosen.
It was a small, black, cardboard ring binder with a white label. The printing on the label was definitely Dad’s—a small and precise lettering from a hand that seemed to be more comfortable with cuneiform than the English alphabet. It read: “The Matthew Cloud Lexicon of Practical Usage.”
Intrigued, I flipped through it. There were tabbed dividers for each letter of the alphabet. Each page appeared to have a single entry consisting of a word and a definition. I flipped back to the beginning. The first entry was:
Adolescence: Insanity; a (hopefully) temporary period of emotional and mental imbalance. Symptoms: mood swings, melancholia, rampant idealism, insolvency. Subject takes everything too seriously, especially himself. Causes: parents, raging hormones. Known cures: longevity, homicide. Antidotes: levity, Valium.
That prompted a chuckle. I had no doubt this entry had been written while Jimmy Carter grinned from the Oval Office. I sat back in the swivel chair for a welcome bit of reflection, which was to be expected, seeing as how we were settling Dad’s estate. Nostalgia traps were likely to be rampant in closets and drawers all over the house.
I suppose adolescence is somewhat like insanity. In both cases isolation is sometimes seen as a method for limiting the damage. I suspected that in 1968, when I turned twelve, my parents must have sensed the initial stages of the dreaded malady. I could think of no other reason why they would have moved from metropolitan America to Fred, Texas.
I know you’re dying to ask, so I might as well tell you right up front. Fred is located in East Texas, between Spurger and Caney Head. It looks different now, but back then it spanned nine-tenths of a mile between city limit signs and included six buildings of note: a general store, an elementary school, a Baptist church, a hamburger joint, a service station, and a post office. The nearest movie theater was sixteen miles south, in Silsbee. The nearest mall appeared in the early 1970s, forty miles south in Beaumont.
In many ways Fred was idyllic. There was nothing but pine woods and dirt roads to be explored, creeks to be splashed through and swam in, and fresh air to suck into your lungs in an eternal draught. Since I was only twelve and had not yet succumbed to the symptoms of adolescence, I loved it. By the time I hit sixteen, however, Fred’s greatest assets had become, for me, its greatest liabilities. There was nothing but pine woods, dirt roads, and creeks.
Still, as a twelve-year-old, I reveled in the unruly semiwildness of the Big Thicket. I delved pine thickets, ferreting out hidden sanctuaries in oil-company tracts, miles from any road. The lust for adventure shared by all young boys provided me with traveling companions.
Swaying one hundred feet in the air at the top of a pine and surveying a green ocean, we were Columbus, devoutly seeking land after months at sea. Cresting the top of a limestone outcrop and finding a bottomless pool in an abandoned quarry, we were Balboa gazing in wonder upon the Pacific. Picking our way through a stagnant bayou, balanced precariously on moss-covered logs and leaping from one knot of ground to another, we were Francis Marion —the Swamp Fox— cleverly eluding the British once again. Following the meandering trail of a dried creek bed, we were Powell winding through the Grand Canyon.
But even in the passion of exploration, caught in the frantic surmise that we were probably the first humans to have ever seen a particular secluded hideout (deduced from the absence of beer cans or other trash), I felt the subtle walls as real as stone between me and my companions.
For example, the names Balboa, Francis Marion, and Powell meant nothing to them. (Of course they knew of Columbus. After all, he had a day named after him to guarantee his immortality.) One of my failings—academic success—didn’t endear me to my peers.
Language was yet another plank in the scaffold of my isolation. My parents had taken great pains to weed ungrammatical habits out of their children, with mixed success. In my speech such phrases as “I done did,” “I seen him,” or “I ain’t” were conspicuous by their absence. I discovered that Fredonians didn’t trust anyone who talked differently.
But those differences paled against the Great Divider. We had moved to Fred because my father was the new pastor of the Baptist church. I was a preacher’s kid (or PK, as we say in the business). Nothing is guaranteed to bring a spicy conversation or a racy joke to a dead halt like the arrival of the preacher’s kid. I became as accustomed to seeing conversation die when I approached as a skunk expects the crowd to part when it walks through.
Nonetheless, I tolerated those inconveniences in my preadolescent state, glorying in the remote wilderness like a hermit. It was only when hormonal changes initiated the symptoms of the malady of adolescence that I began to languish rather than glory in my isolation from modern culture. The crude tree house that had served variously as fort, ship, headquarters, prison, hideout, and throne now did duty as a sanctuary of solitude to which I retreated to puzzle out Fred’s provincial culture and my place in it.
Many teenage boys would have loved such an environment; indeed, most native Fredonian teens thrived in it. With graceless effort they shot deer, snagged perch, played football, and rattled in pickups down dirt roads. George Jones and Tammy Wynette oozed from their pores like sweat. Under black felt Stetsons they sported haircuts as flat as an aircraft carrier. Pointed boots with taps announced their coming as they approached, and leather belts with names stamped on the back proclaimed their identity as they departed. They dipped snuff, spitting streams like some ambulatory species of archerfish. Their legs fit around a horse as naturally as a catcher’s fist nestles in his mitt. They split logs and infinitives, chopped wood and prepositional phrases, dangled fish bait and participles—all with equal skill.
However, in the throes of the teenage condition, I gradually grew dissatisfied with this remote Eden. Although native Texans, our family had spent four years in Ohio. (Since Yankeeland is technically in the same country, no visa or inoculations are required to move there. However, as far as Texans are concerned, Yankeeland is a foreign country and travelers should update their cultural resistance immunization before spending any significant time there.) Nothing can stop the onslaught of adolescence, but perhaps my parents had hoped that my first eight years in Fort Worth were sufficient to inoculate me against Northern influences. Unknown to them, however, I contracted the germs of a companion disease during my four years of Yankee exile.
In the North, I watched in fascination as hippies and “flower power” bloomed around me. Although too young to participate, I was mesmerized by Peter Max, paisley, and psychedelic posters. Still, I arrived in Fred seemingly intact. But as the symptoms of adolescence surfaced, they triggered the dormant 1960s-counterculture virus, which in turn sprouted in that unlikely Texas garden.
Fred was no place for a would-be flower child seeking sympathetic flora. The British Invasion of the seventeenth century took more than one hundred years to reach East Texas. As I surveyed Fred, I suspected it would take the second British Invasion—the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, and Led Zeppelin—at least that long to reach me.
My distinguishing features, combined with my growing detachment, separated me from the culture short of complete social isolation. Consequently, I remained on the outside looking in, spending most of my teenage years observing rather than participating.
But I guess I should start at the beginning.
CHAPTER TWO In 1964, when Mom and Dad returned to Fort Worth with the news that we were moving to a place where snow stayed on the ground until after Easter, I was skeptical. Who did they think they were kidding? At eight years old, even I knew that snow didn’t hang around until April, not even in the Panhandle where they always got snow in the winter. The March ice storm that had accompanied my birth had been a fluke, like the lions whelping in the streets and men on fire strolling through Rome the night before Caesar got it in the neck.
Yet my parents insisted they had actually seen the stuff, right there on the ground. Snow, I mean. Not lions and flaming men. And parents are never wrong.
I wasn’t particularly anxious to go north. I felt that living on Felix Street gave me a special connection to Felix the Cat and his bag of tricks, and I was loath to abandon that magical location. Plus, there was a cute girl down the street I wanted to look at a few hundred more times. But, alas, it was not to be.
Heidi didn’t welcome the idea either. She was two years older than I was and looked more like Dad—brown hair, green eyes, and tending toward plumpness. Unlike Dad, she was shy and didn’t make friends easily. The announcement struck her like a prophecy of exile. No sackcloth and ashes were available at J. C. Penney’s, so she had to settle for gloomy looks as she moped around the house.
Hannah didn’t share Heidi’s outlook. At six years old, she had the inverse apportionment—Mom’s looks (slim, blond hair, blue eyes) and Dad’s disposition. She looked forward to the trip, her only regret that the snow would be melted before we got there.
As seems to be my lot in life, looking backward at what I was leaving behind left me unprepared for what lay ahead—the change in status from obscurity, as son of a graduate student in theology, to prominence as a preacher’s kid. PKs, like preachers themselves, seem to have a spotlight perpetually trained on them, highlighting their every success or failure. But there’s one minor difference: preachers are, hopefully, prepared to live in the limelight. Given their choice of careers, perhaps they prefer it.
Somewhere in the seminary curriculum must certainly exist a course explaining that as a member of the congregation an open fly might be noticed by twenty or thirty people, but as the pastor a similar lapse in vigilance in the pulpit will result in hundreds of devout Christians discussing it for weeks, if not years. I suspect the students are required to sign a statement absolving the seminary of all blame in the event of dire embarrassment from undue public exposure. They accept it as part of the territory when they take the gig.
PKs get this fringe benefit with or without prior knowledge or consent. Or signing the form. This gives them plausible deniability, but that is little consolation to those who suffer under a weight that proves too great for many. They break under the strain and tumble into a life of dissipation, taking up bad habits such as spitting and scratching in public or leaving their beds unmade, and they eventually run off to join the circus and fraternize with undesirables such as hurdy-gurdy hustlers and actresses, or other people of that sort.
But my immediate future didn’t include actresses, hurdy-gurdies, or even spitting.
The long trek to the North culminated in my first moment in the spotlight. Sunday morning arrived and, as per custom, I found myself in a church. But this was not a large brick building of imposing proportions, with pipe organ, white pews, scarlet carpet, and matching seat cushions. Instead, it was a white nineteenth-century frame building on the edge of downtown, all wood and stained glass, and able to accommodate about three hundred souls, penitent or apostate. Instead of sitting in relative obscurity somewhere in the middle, I sat on the first row in the semigloom. The man in front wasn’t some imposing silver-haired gentleman; it was Dad, a pale man, short and dumpy, with a crew cut that made no attempt to disguise the receding hairline, and glasses recovered from the estate of Buddy Holly. He called us up to be introduced. Heidi, Hannah, and I stood in stair-step fashion next to Mom and faced a crowd of perhaps one hundred people who got a good look at us, as though to be able to pick us out in the lineup afterward should there be any trouble.
Little old ladies came by and patted my head and held my hand with their withered claws and told me how cute I was and how happy they were to have the chance to say so. I nodded gravely back at them. Buxom matrons wearing too much powder and perfume hugged me messily and told me how much I looked like my mother. I nodded gravely back at them. Deacons, smelling of aftershave or coffee or cigarettes, slapped me on the back and told me what a fine specimen I was, as if I had been captured and placed in a jar in a natural history museum for their amusement. I nodded gravely back at them. They all had one thing in common: age. Not a kid in sight.
The next day I made the first of many grand entrances into a strange classroom. I didn’t encounter much difficulty, other than the fact that all the other kids had learned to write cursive in the second grade, something I was expecting to do in third grade. The teacher dealt with this problem by giving me some books and telling me to figure it out.
The house Dad had located on short notice was a two-bedroom farmhouse, which posed problems for a family of five. I muddled through the third grade with cramped quarters and cramped handwriting. The next summer Dad found a more suitable house in the suburbs, and we moved to another school district. My first day in fourth grade caught the teacher shorthanded when it came to desks. Since I was built along the lines of a soda straw (only with larger hands and feet), she found another slender student and we shared a desk. The other student was a cute girl named Sheila. I approved her plan.
When we finished our lesson, we got a book on birds and leafed through it together, snickering when we got to the picture of two lovebirds. I saw this as an omen, but the next summer our family moved yet again, to a white-flight neighborhood. Just as I was getting around to writing a note that said, “Do you like me? Check a box. ⬜ Yes ⬜ No.” (OK, I never said I was quick off the line, but I heard somewhere that slow and steady wins the race.)
I had, by this time, learned how to write at least as well as a doctor. I had also learned that classmates are like the dog that follows you home. Better not get too attached. When a little dark-haired cutie named Carolyn batted her eyes at me, I didn’t even have time to organize my note-writing materials before she became the stuff of memory. In September, a two-story frame house opened up in town a few blocks from the church. But the distance from the white-bread-America suburb to the inner-city neighborhood was a lot further than the twenty miles we put on the Vauxhall driving in.
By now, Heidi was in a perpetual state of mourning, which helped me understand the reaction of the Israelites to Jeremiah. I refrained from digging a pit for her, sensing that the plan might not meet with universal approval. Hannah bounced from one school to another with the flexibility of a switch-hitter.
Settling into the house was an adventure. It had a full basement and attic. In my bedroom I discovered the door to the attic stairs. I abandoned unpacking to explore, which I did with the thoroughness of a cartographer. I climbed and crawled over rafters and under dormers, blazing a trail through decades of dust and disintegrating newspapers. I noted the grimy window in the hidden alcove that I claimed, silently, as my personal refuge. It overlooked a mass of housetops and trees with the receding leaf-lines of fall. Next, the basement, which yielded little beyond flaking paint, the smell of mildew, and a monstrous beast Dad identified as the furnace.
The backyard was a rectangle of weeds and crabgrass surrounded by a vine-covered chain-link fence. Dead leaves sloped against the garage. I went to the back fence and peered through the vines. A large set of brown eyes peered back from a dark face. I jumped back, tripped, and fell backward. A strange sound emerged from behind the curtain of leaves. I rolled to my knees and looked through the bottom of the fence.
A Negro boy was rolling on the ground, snorting like a pig and kicking up leaves and dust. Evidently he had also been startled and was having a seizure of some kind. I tried to remember what to do, something about making sure he didn’t swallow his tongue. I wasn’t sure how to do that, but I assumed time was a critical element. I was halfway over the fence, trying to disentangle my shoelace, when the snorting changed to a thin, rising and falling wail. I paused, puzzled. Obviously he wasn’t swallowing his tongue. As I stood in frozen indecision, the noise became a sound that left me both relieved and annoyed. Laughter.
I straddled the fence, shoes crammed pigeon-toed into the wire, glaring with impatience and pique. The convulsions of glee subsided into tremors of giggles, like the fading thunder of a passing storm. I waited, looking down from my exalted position with royal disdain. However, each time the boy looked up at me, the sirenlike noise erupted, and he flopped about on the ground, mottled brown and black, dust on skin.
My ankles complained of the impossible angle I had forced on them. I shifted my weight to my hands, but the vines were too insubstantial to support even my meager weight, and I tumbled into the yard onto the laughing boy. This development, while alarming me, only served to increase his amusement. He suffered a relapse of the snorting stage, rolling around and slapping weakly at me as he laughed.
I struggled to my feet and looked down at him with as much amazement as annoyance. How could he sustain such spasms without internal injury? He grabbed at my leg and used me as a support to crawl to his feet, leaning against me and laughing. Odors of grass, dirt, and the musky smell of the boy’s sweat mingled in the air. I felt him quivering as he staggered against me. As if it were spread by contact, I began to be infected by his laughter and, against my will, found myself chuckling. The boy looked up from his bent stance and pawed feebly at my chest, trying to catch his breath between barks of delight. This struck me as rather amusing, and I began to laugh in earnest. We spurred each other on to greater heights of hilarity until we both collapsed on the ground and surrendered to an ecstasy of elation. It gradually faded in fits and giggles, replaced by the contented silence of exhaustion.
I sat up. “Mark,” I said, holding out my hand.
“Yes?” He looked at my hand. Bits of grass and leaves adorned his close-cropped hair like Christmas ornaments. Now that we had recovered from our convulsions, I was able to get a look at him. He was very dark, like the dark chocolate Mom liked but none of us kids did. He was a little shorter than I was, and much stockier, which was no great feat. I had seen walking sticks with more meat on their bones than I had. His head bulged out in back as if to counterbalance his large nose and lips. He was wearing a brown V-neck T-shirt under a nappy burnt-orange sweater. Black high-tops protruded from his frayed jeans.
“I’m Mark. What’s your name?” My hand hung out between us.
“Marc.” He grabbed my hand and shook it as vigorously as he had laughed earlier.
“Right. And you are?” I vibrated from the energy of his handshake.
“Marc.” He continued to shake my hand, smiling hugely.
I began to wonder if I had tumbled into the grounds of a private lunatic asylum. I looked at him blankly while developing an appreciation for the rigors of the life of a pump handle.
He finally quit shaking my hand and stood up. “Only youse guys prob’ly spells yours with a K, as in Mark Twain. Mine has a C, as in Marcus. Marcus Malcom Marshall, to be exack, as in Garvey, X, and Thurgood, respectively. No relation, though. But everybody jus’ call me M.” The torrent of words gushed from him with no discernable pauses for breathing.
I hated to admit I didn’t follow any of it. I latched onto the one part I did understand. “M?”
“Yep. Man, you talk funny. Where you from?”
“I talk funny? Youse guys talks funny.”
“Alabama? I bet it’s Alabama,” he declared, undeterred by my comments.
“Alabama?” I snorted in disgust.
“Texas, then.”
I was torn between pride at being a Texan and reluctance to admit he had guessed correctly. “Fort Worth,” I countered.
“And Bingo was his name-o!” M declared with a quick pirouette of triumph and a short siren wail of laughter that was suddenly cut off. “Come on,” he said, grabbing my arm and dragging me away from the fence.
“Where are we going?”
“You gots to meet Mama.”
“I do?”
“Yeah, everybody gots to meet Mama.”
I looked back at the fence, catching a glimpse of the moving van above the vines. From a second-story window, Hannah peered out through the film of grime on the glass like the ghost in a Gothic novel. I attempted a shrug, which was difficult while being dragged across M’s backyard. I waved as we mounted the back steps, but it probably looked more like a kid reaching back toward the house in distress. Then we disappeared through a screen door.
We maneuvered through a dank laundry room and emerged into an amalgam of potent odors. A very tall, slightly plump and very black woman stood in front of a stove. She was wearing an apron over a nice dress. Without turning around she said, “Go back an’ wipe your feet. I jus’ mopped this floor.” I looked down. The linoleum was a dull yellow, cracked and curling, but clean. I was dragged back through the laundry room to the doormat, where M and I wiped our feet and returned to the kitchen.
“Mama, it’s Mark from Texas, but with a k, as in Mark Twain.” He shoved me forward, and I stumbled to a stop at the foothills of the black mountain towering above me. She turned around, ladle in hand, and smiled down at me with large teeth. “Hello, Mark from Texas.” She held out a hand, the pink palm enveloping my puny white hand. “Did you move in back there?” She pointed the ladle toward our house.
I nodded.
“Well thas jus’ fine. Careful you don’t let M talk your ears off.”
I nodded, again.
“Are youse guys hungry?” she asked. I looked apprehensively at the steam rising from the pots on the stove. I had no idea what was in them, but the deep odors didn’t call to the deep of my appetite. The aroma verged between a slaughterhouse and a laundry.
M leapt as if he’d been stabbed in the flank with a hat pin. “Yes!” he cried, producing two plates seemingly from thin air. He placed them on the green Formica tabletop. Before I had a chance to say “Pepto-Bismol,” I was seated in front of a plate of limp, slimy green leaves and some unidentified meat in a watery brown sauce.
“You comin’ from Texas, I’m sure you been havin’ some chitlins and collard greens lots of times,” Mrs. Marshall said.
“Not that I recall,” I replied. I assumed the green stuff was the greens, so the other must be the chitlins.
M looked at me in disbelief, and his mother said, “Well, then, you is in for a real treat!”
I was now on center stage, the audience waiting for my next move. My fork wavered over the plate like a divining rod. I went for the meat. Two sets of eyes followed my fork to my mouth. I chewed quickly and swallowed, and waited for the taste to catch up. Not bad. Pretty good, actually. I enthusiastically went for another bite and made a devoted friend. Mrs. Marshall nodded and turned back to the stove. And not a moment too soon because the greens were another story entirely. I was able to finish them with generous portions of chitlins.
As I was forcing down the last bit of greens, I heard a knock on the back door. Mrs. Marshall disappeared into the laundry room. A familiar voice said, “Good afternoon. I’m Matthew Cloud, just moving in across the way. I was checking up on my son, who I understand might be bothering you folks over here.”
Mrs. Marshall laughed. “Oh no, Mr. Cloud, he ain’t no trouble. He jus’ finishin’ up a plate of chitlins and collard greens right now. That boy needs some fattenin’ up!”
Dad walked in to see me with a forkful of chitlins suspended between plate and mouth. Hannah, evidently the messenger who had alerted Dad to my abduction, peeked her blond head around the door like a sideways Kilroy.
“Well, I suspect you’re right about that point,” Dad chuckled, apparently amused at the sight of me tossing down the chitlins like one of the family. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to borrow him back. It’s a little matter of a dozen boxes in his room he was supposed to unpack before he took off.”
The Amazon clicked her tongue disapprovingly, and I suddenly felt guilty. I gulped down the chitlins and jumped up.
“Thanks.” I looked at M. “I guess I have to go back now.”
Mrs. Marshall nodded at me. “You’re welcome, Mark. And I hope you come back when you done your chores.”
I looked at Dad. “Sure, if it’s not too late.”
Unpacking took until after dark, but Sunday after church I returned. M took me on a tour, starting with a basement much more interesting than mine. Poor lighting, unfinished walls, and exposed rafters gave it the ambiance of a cave. M grabbed a hammer and pounded furiously at a sixteen-penny nail jutting from one of the studs.
“When Papa hits a nail, there’s sparks fly,” he said with respect, and swung the hammer again. “Hey, I think I saw a spark. Here, you try it, man.” I declined, but M wouldn’t rest until I had taken a few ineffectual swings at the nail. No sparks.
The rest of the house wasn’t much different from mine, albeit in a more advanced stage of disintegration. M’s attic view faced the opposite street, so I was able to see how the other half lived as we sat on an old trunk and squinted through the grime. More roofs and trees in their final stages of abandonment.
“That’s the school over there.” M pointed at a square roof several blocks away. “What grade are you in, man? I bet it’s fifth.”
“Fifth.”
“And Bingo was his name-o!” he cried and attempted a pirouette, but the cramped quarters of the attic made it impossible. He settled for a jig and a chuckle. “Me too. Which class? I bet it’s Ma Barker’s.” He stood poised for another victory dance.
“I haven’t been yet.”
“Oh, yeah.” He sat back down on the trunk. “What’s it like in Texas?”
“I don’t know. Like here, only no basements. And hotter.”
“One day I’ll go see. I’m gonna go see everything, like Marcus Garvey.”
“Like who?”
“The Right Excellent Marcus Mosiah Garvey.” He waited, but I had nothing to say. “Never met the guy,” seemed flippant.
“Malcom X?”
I shook my head.
“Thurgood Marshall?”
I shook my head.
M looked at me for a long while with an impassive stare I couldn’t interpret, as if he were trying to make up his mind. He suddenly stood up and walked down the attic stairs; I followed him to his room. He pulled a thin paperback book from a cardboard box next to his bed and shoved it at me. I looked at the title: The Negro Protest: James Baldwin, Malcom X, and Martin Luther King Talk with Kenneth B. Clark. I looked back up at M, but he just walked past me and down the stairs. We walked through the kitchen to the back door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, man,” he said and closed the door behind me.
CHAPTER THREE I was indeed in Ma Barker’s class, who turned out to be Mrs. Barker, a middle-aged white woman and not, as far as I could tell, the matriarch of a bloodthirsty outlaw gang. But you have to admit, being a fifth-grade teacher would have been a great cover.
After school I found M waiting at the back fence.
“Come on,” he said. “It’s Meesha and Keesha’s birthday.”
“Meesha and Keesha?”
“The twins.”
“I would have never guessed. What twins?”
“Harriet’s twins. Just come on and you’ll see.”
In the living room a sheet was spread out on the worn wooden floor. In the middle a cake slathered in white icing was graced with a single candle flickering in the drafty room. Two identically dressed babies sat on either side, looking up at the looming adults with that complacent apprehension one sometimes finds in babies.
A girl I took to be Harriet towered over them, and me. She was wearing a purple paisley tube of some kind of stretchy material with a black patent-leather belt. Her large hands and feet left no doubt as to whose daughter she was. She wasn’t quite as dark as M, except around her elbows and knees. She hovered over the twins in a half-crouch, her knees together. “Blow out the candle,” she said in baby talk. The twins just looked at her.
“Make a wish,” Mrs. Marshall said, also in baby talk and also towering. The twins blinked in unison, realigned their sights on her, and picked up where they had left off, doing their best imitation of confused one-year-old babies.
Across the room an older man with close-cropped gray hair sat in a frowzy armchair, a newspaper open in his lap. He watched the babies dispassionately, but I thought I detected a hint of amusement.
M strode forward. “They don’t know how to blow out a candle. They’re only one!” He leaned over and blew the candle out.
“Now have some cake,” Harriet said.
“Yes, eat your birthday cake,” Mrs. Marshall said. “It’s chocolate. Everybody like chocolate cake.”
M looked from his sister to his mother with exasperation, leaned over, scooped icing off the cake with his finger, and shoved some in each baby’s mouth. Their expressions changed instantly, and they converged on the cake. Before Mrs. Marshall had time to cut us slices from the other cake set aside in the kitchen, there were three lumpy masses of icing and cake in the middle of the sheet, like an accident scene of a collision with a zebra, a penguin, and a nun. Two of them moved. M and I disappeared into the basement before we were recruited for cleanup duty.
M dug up two claw hammers, turned off the light, and we took turns banging on a nail, trying to make sparks. We labored in shadow, silhouetted by the light from the little rectangular basement window high above us.
I began singing “I’ve Been Working on the Railroad” but stopped when M threatened to switch his attentions from the nail head to my head.
“Did you read that book I gave you, man?” M asked between strokes.
“Hey, that was only two days ago.”
“Do you know who John Brown was?”
I began singing again. “John Brown’s body lies a molderin’ in the grave . . .” but the silhouette of M’s hammer hung over me in the gloom and I quit.
“Why was his body molderin’ in a grave?”
“He was dead.” That was an easy one!
“Why did he die?”
That was a little tougher. “Uh, chicken pox?”
M rolled his eyes, which was about all I could see of him, and resumed his hammering. “Do you know who George Washington was?”
“Of course.”
“George Washington Carver?”
“Yes.”
M stopped. “Really?”
“Of course. He invented the peanut.” I held the hammer aloft and spun around. “And Bingo was his name-o!”
M didn’t laugh. “OK, man, how about W. B. DuBois?”
I stopped and peered at him in the dimness. “Uh, can you spell it?”
“Marcus Garvey?”
“That’s the guy you’re named after, right?”
“One of them.”
“What did he do?”
“Read the book.” He slammed the hammer down. “Look, sparks!”
As the weeks passed, M and I eventually bored of banging on nails in the basement and hanging from rafters in the attic. My house offered even less excitement. We had already squeezed the neighborhood dry of every last drop of entertainment. We started making regular Saturday trips to the library, ten blocks downtown.
Sometimes we took detours, exploring sections of downtown. One of our favorite spots was next to the theater, which was in the middle of the block. The parking lot was in the back by the alley, but the entrance was in the front on the street. A long corridor through the building provided a shortcut. It was paved in small, white ceramic tiles, the floor undulating in gentle waves. The sides jutted in and out at sharp angles, with columns against the walls at regular intervals along the way. It was enclosed with a glass door at each end.
The corridor provided a great setting for reenacting episodes of I Spy, the old spy show with Robert Culp and Bill Cosby. M thought it was amusing and appropriate that Cosby was the intelligent one in the show. I didn’t concur.
We would traverse the corridor, running and ducking behind columns, shooting at imaginary villains or, sometimes, at each other, an inexplicable plot development for which the scriptwriters had not provided. Before long our territory for spying extended down the alley and out several blocks, past the back doors of cleaners, diners, barbershops, and five-and-dimes.
Late one Saturday afternoon, as the shadows were stretching to the horizon, I was eluding M, who stalked me down the corridor. In a bold move I rushed the alley door, almost colliding with a couple on their way to see Fantastic Voyage. Their confusion delayed M, allowing me to round the corner before he could see which way I went. I had a plan. I sprinted down a dead-end alley, thinking he would never expect me to trap myself. At the end, I climbed some trash cans and dropped over a dilapidated wooden fence into a neglected area behind an auto shop.
It was the perfect refuge, one I had discovered the week before when I was the hunter instead of the hunted. I planned to crouch along the back fence, watching for M’s approach. For cover, I had my choice of a fifty-five-gallon oil drum or a large cardboard box that had once held a washing machine. It lay on its side, old rags spilling out onto the ground. I chose the oil drum, from which I could peek through a knothole in the fence. I checked my surroundings. The asphalt faded a few feet from the shop into dry, cracked, packed dirt broken up with weeds and littered with rusted transmissions, wheels, mufflers, and other detritus. A metal door padlocked on the outside broke the brick wall of the shop, which had been painted white a long time ago. The only other access to this area was a two-foot gap between the shop and the liquor store that ran the length from the alley to the street.
I watched for M’s shadow on the bricks of the alley, the rags in the box rustling in the wind. Then I realized there was no wind. I jerked away from the fence and looked at the rags. From the shadow of the box a raspy voice asked, “What’s yer name, boy?”
I couldn’t have been more startled if the oil drum had started to spontaneously play “Wipe Out.” I was poised to jump and run when a face materialized among the rags and shadows. A woman’s face. Green eyes burned from sunken wells of eye sockets. A wealth of nascent wrinkles was evident on the leathery skin, skin that had seen many a day in the open sun and more than one night under the stars. Short brown hair, matted and tangled, disappeared into the tattered brown blanket draped around the woman. But what held my eye captive was the large purple-red birthmark that ran from her left eyebrow to her cheek in a meandering splotch.
“Yer name. What’s yer name?”
I said, as if in a trance, “Mark.”
“Ah, the Mark. The Mark. It’s got the Mark.” An emaciated hand fluttered to her left temple and dropped down like a bird frozen and falling from a branch.
“Well, Mark, do you have anythin’ so much as a fiver on yer?” I shook my head slowly. “I could use a bite to eat, yer know. How ’bout some change?” Her eyes burned even brighter. “I got a powerful thirst.” She looked at my pants pocket, the one with the dollar in it, as if she could see it through the fabric. Her hand twitched.
As if on its own, my hand dug down and produced the dollar. I held it out, fluttering from my shaking hand in the stillness. Her hand shot out like a cobra and snagged the bill, eyes flaring up and returning to the burning green.
“Thank ye, thank ye. Mighty white of ye, Mark.” A low, raspy chortle emerged from the depths of her throat. She unfolded from beneath the blanket like a moth shedding a chrysalis. A worn and dirty cotton print dress flapped a few inches above her ankles and the worn brown brogans on her feet as she shuffled to the gap and disappeared.
I blinked and felt as if I had suddenly awakened. Had I dreamed it? I reached into my pocket. The dollar was gone. I climbed the oil drum and vaulted the fence into the alley, ready to be found by M.
I didn’t tell anyone about the Creature, but I couldn’t erase her image from my mind. I dreamed about her Saturday night. Her face of creases and splotches haunted me during the Sunday school lesson of the woman at the well. In church I formulated a plan. When the offering plate went by, I held an empty hand low over the plate and thumped the bottom with the other thumb as it passed in front of me, my money still safe in my pocket.
At home that afternoon I hopped the back fence in pretense of visiting M, but passed his house. Downtown I walked through the tile corridor, turned into the blind alley, climbed gingerly over the fence, and dropped quietly to the ground.
The Creature was in the box, but she didn’t acknowledge my presence. I crept closer, alert for any movement. As I approached, I heard a steady raspy sound from beneath the bedraggled blanket. Something clinked on the ground—my foot had hit a clear flask. I kicked it over and looked at the label. Gin. I looked at her a little longer, then threaded my way through the gap to the street.
It took me awhile, but I finally found a place I could buy a sandwich and a bottle of Coke with the offering money. I returned to the box, set the food on the ground, and sat down on a wheel in the shade of the fence. After awhile I got tired of waiting and started throwing pebbles at the box. Three minutes and twenty pebbles later, I was rewarded.
The Creature stirred, saw the food, and looked suspiciously out of the box. The purple splotch was dark against the pale skin on the left side of her face. “It’s the Mark,” she croaked. She crawled out of the box, snatched the food, and sat on the edge of a transmission housing several yards away, her feet straddling a dirty red stream of transmission fluid.
She positioned herself so she was facing the gap in the wall, but could see me from the corner of her right eye. I watched in silence while she devoured the sandwich like a wild animal, eating some of the paper wrapping in her haste. Once the sandwich was gone, she picked up the Coke and drank the entire bottle slowly in one long draught, looking at me obliquely with leaden green eyes like the Atlantic on a cloudy day. She closed her eyes and let out a belch that reverberated through the courtyard.
In a sudden movement she hurled the bottle against the liquor shop wall. It shattered in a shower of glass and I jerked like I’d been slapped.
“The Mark follered me. What’s yer game?”
“Game?”
She turned her head slightly in my direction with a jerk, eyes narrowing and darting, sometimes in my direction, sometimes around the littered courtyard, like a bird watching a cat while looking for food. “Meaty, beaty, big and bouncy.” She dropped her chin, lowering her coarse voice until it sounded like a man. “He speaks plain cannon fire, and smoke and bounce.”
I looked at her blankly.
She raised her head, voice returning to its normal level, and peppered me with questions. “Got the drop on me? Got me bang to rights? Flushed me out, five by five?”
“I just thought you might be hungry. At least, I remember you saying something like that.”
The Creature grabbed the frayed hem of her cotton print dress and wrapped it tightly around her calves, bunching it up in her hand. Brown legs covered with black hair extended to the scarred brogans below.
“The Mark was hungry.” She rocked forward and backward on the transmission. “In hunger and thirst,” she rasped in a throaty whisper, “in nakedness and dire poverty, ye will be a restless wanderer on the earth. But the Mark will foller ye.” She twisted the cloth in her hand and turned her head slowly toward me.
“I was also powerful thirsty.” Her eyes followed mine to the empty gin bottle. “Fancy a drink?” I shook my head. “Got another dollar on yer?” I shook my head again. “Didn’t reckon yer did.” She turned her head back and rested her chin on her knees, keeping watch on me from the corner of her eye. We sat in silence for awhile.
I finally got the courage to speak. “What’s your name?”
The Creature didn’t move, or even blink, but I heard a small growl that seemed to echo from the walls enclosing us. It could have only come from her, since we were completely alone.
“Lilith,” she hissed.
“Thilly rabbit,” she lisped in falsetto. She jerked upright. “Thufferin’ thuckotash, the Mark follered me!” She looked at me suspiciously. “Yer tryin’ to make me?”
“Make you what?”
“Stand and deliver,” she boomed, jumping up and stomping in the red mud at her feet. “The Mark follered me. Which one are ye? Senoy? Where are yer friends?” She reached into the neckline of her dress and pulled out a chain with some kind of charm or pendant hanging from it. It looked like a cross, but the top was a loop. “Sansenoy, Semangelof, show yerselves!” Holding the charm toward the sky, she turned slowly around, looking at the roofs surrounding us. “Yer can’t touch the child. I have the Mark!”
I looked around apprehensively. Who was she talking to?
The Creature completed her circle, scowling at the sky. Then she dropped the chain back into her dress, shuffled to the cardboard box, and crawled in, wrapping the blanket around her and facing out so that I couldn’t see the purple splotch on her face. “Who are ye?” she whispered. “What do yer want?”
“You know my name but I don’t know yours.”
“Naamah,” she said, hoarsely. “Just call me Naamah.”
“Naamah? What kind of name is that?”
“The kind I hand out fer free. I make yer a present of everythin’ I said today.” She was silent for a few seconds. “What do yer want?”
“I just wanted to find out about you.” I ignored the babble. “After all, I did give you a dollar. And some food,” I added, in an attempt to shame her into answering my questions.
“And here I thought ye was doin’ yer Christian duty.”
“Maybe I was. I can still get something for it, can’t I?”
“Oh, no. Yer supposed to do it expectin’ nothin’ in return.” She cleared her throat, which induced a coughing fit that concluded in her spitting phlegm four feet in front of the box. In a deep, throaty voice she intoned, “Cast yer bread on the waters. Don’t let yer left hand know what yer right hand is about. Ye ask and receive not because yer ask amiss, fer yer own selfish lusts.”
After this last utterance, she arranged the blanket low on her shoulders like a party shawl and tossed a suggestive leer my way. Her green eyes sparkled from beneath the shadow of her brow. I saw the ghost of a younger woman—attractive, carefree, a hint of playful innocence.
Then she turned her face full toward me, and I caught sight of the purple splotch. The ghost was exorcised. Her eyes returned to the dull, leaden green I had seen earlier, and she glowered at me.
“What do yer want, boy?” she demanded in a low, threatening growl.
I glanced around nervously and looked back at her without a word. She turned, crawled into the recesses of the box, and pulled the blanket over her head. I waited for awhile, staring at her brogans, then got up quietly, circumnavigated the box, and squeezed through the gap toward home.
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Appendix: References to Alcohol in the Bible
References to WINE (228)
Abuse (examples of) [1] Citation: GENESIS 009:021
Abuse (examples of) [2] Citation: GENESIS 009:024
Use is accepted as normal [3] Citation: GENESIS 014:018
Abuse (examples of) [4] Citation: GENESIS 019:032
Abuse (examples of) [5] Citation: GENESIS 019:033
Abuse (examples of) [6] Citation: GENESIS 019:034
Abuse (examples of) [7] Citation: GENESIS 019:035
Use is accepted as normal [8] Citation: GENESIS 027:025
Blessing from God [9] Citation: GENESIS 027:028
Blessing from God [10] Citation: GENESIS 027:037
Blessing from God [11] Citation: GENESIS 049:011
Blessing from God [12] Citation: GENESIS 049:012
Offering (use in) [13] Citation: EXODUS 029:040
Vows of abstinence [14] Citation: LEVITICUS 010:009
Offering (use in) [15] Citation: LEVITICUS 023:013
Vows of abstinence [16] Citation: NUMBERS 006:003
Offering (use in) [17] Citation: NUMBERS 006:020
Offering (use in) [18] Citation: NUMBERS 015:005
Offering (use in) [19] Citation: NUMBERS 015:007
Offering (use in) [20] Citation: NUMBERS 015:010
Offering (use in) [21] Citation: NUMBERS 018:012
Offering (use in) [22] Citation: NUMBERS 028:007
Offering (use in) [23] Citation: NUMBERS 028:014
Blessing from God [24] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 007:013
Blessing from God [25] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 011:014
Offering (use in) [26] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 012:017
Offering (use in) [27] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 014:023
Offering (use in) [28] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 014:026
Use is accepted as normal [29] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 016:013
Offering (use in) [30] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 018:004
Loss of wine is a curse from God [31] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 028:039
Loss of wine is a curse from God [32] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 028:051
No specific category [33] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 029:006
Symbolic [34] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 032:033
Offering (use in) [35] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 032:038
Blessing from God [36] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 033:028
Use is accepted as normal [37] Citation: JOSHUA 009:004
Use is accepted as normal [38] Citation: JOSHUA 009:013
Blessing from God [39] Citation: JUDGES 009:013
Vows of abstinence [40] Citation: JUDGES 013:004
Vows of abstinence [41] Citation: JUDGES 013:007
Vows of abstinence [42] Citation: JUDGES 013:014
Use is accepted as normal [43] Citation: JUDGES 019:019
Use is accepted as normal [44] Citation: RUTH 002:014
False accusations of drunkeness [45] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 001:014
False accusations of drunkeness [46] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 001:015
Offering (use in) [47] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 001:024
Use is accepted as normal [48] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 010:003
Gift between people [49] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 016:020
Gift between people [50] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 025:018
Abuse (examples of) [51] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 025:037
Gift between people [52] Citation: 2 SAMUEL 006:019
No specific category [53] Citation: 2 SAMUEL 013:028
Gift between people [54] Citation: 2 SAMUEL 016:001
Gift between people [55] Citation: 2 SAMUEL 016:002
Use is accepted as normal [56] Citation: 2 KINGS 018:032
Offering (use in) [57] Citation: 1 CHRONICLES 009:029
Gift between people [58] Citation: 1 CHRONICLES 012:040
Gift between people [59] Citation: 1 CHRONICLES 016:003
Use is accepted as normal [60] Citation: 1 CHRONICLES 027:027
Gift between people [61] Citation: 2 CHRONICLES 002:010
Gift between people [62] Citation: 2 CHRONICLES 002:015
Use is accepted as normal [63] Citation: 2 CHRONICLES 011:011
Offering (use in) [64] Citation: 2 CHRONICLES 031:005
Blessing from God [65] Citation: 2 CHRONICLES 032:028
Offering (use in) [66] Citation: EZRA 006:009
Use is accepted as normal [67] Citation: EZRA 007:022
Use is accepted as normal [68] Citation: NEHEMIAH 002:001
Use is accepted as normal [69] Citation: NEHEMIAH 005:011
Use is accepted as normal [70] Citation: NEHEMIAH 005:015
Use is accepted as normal [71] Citation: NEHEMIAH 005:018
Offering (use in) [72] Citation: NEHEMIAH 010:037
Offering (use in) [73] Citation: NEHEMIAH 010:039
Offering (use in) [74] Citation: NEHEMIAH 013:005
Offering (use in) [75] Citation: NEHEMIAH 013:012
Offering (use in) [76] Citation: NEHEMIAH 013:015
Use is accepted as normal [77] Citation: ESTHER 001:007
Use is accepted as normal [78] Citation: ESTHER 001:008
Use is accepted as normal [79] Citation: ESTHER 001:010
Use is accepted as normal [80] Citation: ESTHER 005:006
Use is accepted as normal [81] Citation: ESTHER 007:002
Use is accepted as normal [82] Citation: ESTHER 007:007
Use is accepted as normal [83] Citation: ESTHER 007:008
Use is accepted as normal [84] Citation: JOB 001:013
Use is accepted as normal [85] Citation: JOB 001:018
Symbolic [86] Citation: JOB 032:019
Blessing from God [87] Citation: PSALMS 004:007
Symbolic [88] Citation: PSALMS 060:003
Symbolic [89] Citation: PSALMS 075:008
Symbolic [90] Citation: PSALMS 078:065
Blessing from God [91] Citation: PSALMS 104:015
Blessing from God [92] Citation: PROVERBS 003:010
Symbolic [93] Citation: PROVERBS 004:017
Use is accepted as normal [94] Citation: PROVERBS 009:002
Use is accepted as normal [95] Citation: PROVERBS 009:005
Warnings against abuse [96] Citation: PROVERBS 020:001
Warnings against abuse [97] Citation: PROVERBS 021:017
Warnings against abuse [98] Citation: PROVERBS 023:020
Warnings against abuse [99] Citation: PROVERBS 023:030
Warnings against abuse [100] Citation: PROVERBS 023:031
Warnings against abuse [101] Citation: PROVERBS 031:004
Use is accepted as normal [102] Citation: PROVERBS 031:006
Use is accepted as normal [103] Citation: ECCLESIASTES 002:003
Blessing from God [104] Citation: ECCLESIASTES 009:007
Blessing from God [105] Citation: ECCLESIASTES 010:019
Comparison (x is better than wine) [106] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 001:002
Comparison (x is better than wine) [107] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 001:004
Comparison (x is better than wine) [108] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 004:010
Use is accepted as normal [109] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 005:001
Comparison (x is better than wine) [110] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 007:002
Comparison (x is better than wine) [111] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 007:009
Use is accepted as normal [112] Citation: SONG OF SOLOMON 008:002
Loss of wine is a curse from God [113] Citation: ISAIAH 001:022
Loss of wine is a curse from God [114] Citation: ISAIAH 005:010
Warnings against abuse [115] Citation: ISAIAH 005:011
Warnings against abuse [116] Citation: ISAIAH 005:012
Warnings against abuse [117] Citation: ISAIAH 005:022
Loss of wine is a curse from God [118] Citation: ISAIAH 016:010
No specific category [119] Citation: ISAIAH 022:013
Loss of wine is a curse from God [120] Citation: ISAIAH 024:007
Loss of wine is a curse from God [121] Citation: ISAIAH 024:009
Loss of wine is a curse from God [122] Citation: ISAIAH 024:011
Blessing from God [123] Citation: ISAIAH 025:006
Blessing from God [124] Citation: ISAIAH 027:002
Warnings against abuse [125] Citation: ISAIAH 028:001
Abuse (examples of) [126] Citation: ISAIAH 028:007
Symbolic [127] Citation: ISAIAH 029:009
Use is accepted as normal [128] Citation: ISAIAH 036:017
Symbolic [129] Citation: ISAIAH 049:026
Symbolic [130] Citation: ISAIAH 051:021
Blessing from God [131] Citation: ISAIAH 055:001
Abuse (examples of) [132] Citation: ISAIAH 056:012
Loss of wine is a curse from God [133] Citation: ISAIAH 062:008
Symbolic [134] Citation: ISAIAH 065:008
Symbolic [135] Citation: ISAIAH 065:011
Symbolic [136] Citation: JEREMIAH 013:012
Symbolic [137] Citation: JEREMIAH 023:009
Symbolic [138] Citation: JEREMIAH 025:015
Blessing from God [139] Citation: JEREMIAH 031:012
Use is accepted as normal [140] Citation: JEREMIAH 035:002
Use is accepted as normal [141] Citation: JEREMIAH 035:005
Vows of abstinence [142] Citation: JEREMIAH 035:006
Vows of abstinence [143] Citation: JEREMIAH 035:008
Vows of abstinence [144] Citation: JEREMIAH 035:014
Use is accepted as normal [145] Citation: JEREMIAH 040:010
Use is accepted as normal [146] Citation: JEREMIAH 040:012
Symbolic [147] Citation: JEREMIAH 048:011
Loss of wine is a curse from God [148] Citation: JEREMIAH 048:033
Symbolic [149] Citation: JEREMIAH 051:007
Loss of wine is a curse from God [150] Citation: LAMENTATIONS 002:012
Use is accepted as normal [151] Citation: EZEKIEL 027:018
Vows of abstinence [152] Citation: EZEKIEL 044:021
Use is accepted as normal [153] Citation: DANIEL 001:005
Vows of abstinence [154] Citation: DANIEL 001:008
Use is accepted as normal [155] Citation: DANIEL 001:016
Use is accepted as normal [156] Citation: DANIEL 005:001
Use is accepted as normal [157] Citation: DANIEL 005:002
Use is accepted as normal [158] Citation: DANIEL 005:004
Use is accepted as normal [159] Citation: DANIEL 005:023
Vows of abstinence [160] Citation: DANIEL 010:003
Blessing from God [161] Citation: HOSEA 002:008
Loss of wine is a curse from God [162] Citation: HOSEA 002:009
Blessing from God [163] Citation: HOSEA 002:022
Abuse (examples of) [164] Citation: HOSEA 003:001
Abuse (examples of) [165] Citation: HOSEA 004:011
Abuse (examples of) [166] Citation: HOSEA 007:005
Abuse (examples of) [167] Citation: HOSEA 007:014
Loss of wine is a curse from God [168] Citation: HOSEA 009:002
Offering (use in) [169] Citation: HOSEA 009:004
Blessing from God [170] Citation: HOSEA 014:007
Loss of wine is a curse from God [171] Citation: JOEL 001:005
Loss of wine is a curse from God [172] Citation: JOEL 001:010
Blessing from God [173] Citation: JOEL 002:019
Blessing from God [174] Citation: JOEL 002:024
Abuse (examples of) [175] Citation: JOEL 003:003
Blessing from God [176] Citation: JOEL 003:018
Vows of abstinence [177] Citation: AMOS 002:008
Vows of abstinence [178] Citation: AMOS 002:012
Loss of wine is a curse from God [179] Citation: AMOS 005:011
Use is accepted as normal [180] Citation: AMOS 006:006
Blessing from God [181] Citation: AMOS 009:013
Blessing from God [182] Citation: AMOS 009:014
Abuse (examples of) [183] Citation: MICAH 002:011
Loss of wine is a curse from God [184] Citation: MICAH 006:015
Symbolic [185] Citation: NAHUM 001:010
Abuse (examples of) [186] Citation: HABAKKUK 002:005
Symbolic [187] Citation: ZEPHANIAH 001:012
Loss of wine is a curse from God [188] Citation: ZEPHANIAH 001:013
Loss of wine is a curse from God [189] Citation: HAGGAI 001:011
Use is accepted as normal [190] Citation: HAGGAI 002:012
Use is accepted as normal [191] Citation: HAGGAI 002:016
Symbolic [192] Citation: ZECHARIAH 009:015
Blessing from God [193] Citation: ZECHARIAH 009:017
Symbolic [194] Citation: ZECHARIAH 010:007
Symbolic [195] Citation: MATTHEW 009:017
Use is accepted as normal [196] Citation: MATTHEW 027:034
Use is accepted as normal [197] Citation: MATTHEW 027:048
Symbolic [198] Citation: MARK 002:022
Use is accepted as normal [199] Citation: MARK 015:023
Use is accepted as normal [200] Citation: MARK 015:036
Vows of abstinence [201] Citation: LUKE 001:015
Symbolic [202] Citation: LUKE 005:037
Symbolic [203] Citation: LUKE 005:038
Symbolic [204] Citation: LUKE 005:039
Vows of abstinence [205] Citation: LUKE 007:033
Use is accepted as normal [206] Citation: LUKE 010:034
Use is accepted as normal [207] Citation: LUKE 023:036
Use is accepted as normal [208] Citation: JOHN 002:003
Use is accepted as normal [209] Citation: JOHN 002:009
Use is accepted as normal [210] Citation: JOHN 002:010
Use is accepted as normal [211] Citation: JOHN 004:046
Use is accepted as normal [212] Citation: JOHN 019:029
False accusations of drunkeness [213] Citation: ACTS 002:013
Exception (the only verse like this) [214] Citation: ROMANS 014:021
Warnings against abuse [215] Citation: EPHESIANS 005:018
Deacons (rules for) [216] Citation: 1 TIMOTHY 003:003
Deacons (rules for) [217] Citation: 1 TIMOTHY 003:008
Use is accepted as normal [218] Citation: 1 TIMOTHY 005:023
Deacons (rules for) [219] Citation: TITUS 001:007
Warnings against abuse [220] Citation: TITUS 002:003
Warnings against abuse [221] Citation: 1 PETER 004:003
Symbolic [222] Citation: REVELATION 006:006
Symbolic [223] Citation: REVELATION 014:008
Symbolic [224] Citation: REVELATION 014:010
Symbolic [225] Citation: REVELATION 016:019
Symbolic [226] Citation: REVELATION 017:002
Symbolic [227] Citation: REVELATION 018:003
Symbolic [228] Citation: REVELATION 018:013
References to STRONG DRINK (19)
Vows of abstinence [1] Citation: LEVITICUS 010:009
Vows of abstinence [2] Citation: NUMBERS 006:003
Offering (use in) [3] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 014:026
No specific category [4] Citation: DEUTERONOMY 029:006
Vows of abstinence [5] Citation: JUDGES 013:004
Vows of abstinence [6] Citation: JUDGES 013:007
Vows of abstinence [7] Citation: JUDGES 013:014
False accusations of drunkeness [8] Citation: 1 SAMUEL 001:015
Warnings against abuse [9] Citation: PROVERBS 020:001
Warnings against abuse [10] Citation: PROVERBS 031:004
Use is accepted as normal [11] Citation: PROVERBS 031:006
Warnings against abuse [12] Citation: ISAIAH 005:011
Warnings against abuse [13] Citation: ISAIAH 005:022
Loss of wine is a curse from God [14] Citation: ISAIAH 024:009
Abuse (examples of) [15] Citation: ISAIAH 028:007
Symbolic [16] Citation: ISAIAH 029:009
Abuse (examples of) [17] Citation: ISAIAH 056:012
Abuse (examples of) [18] Citation: MICAH 002:011
Vows of abstinence [19] Citation: LUKE 001:015
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