
ALCOHOL, ADDICTION AND
CHRISTIAN ETHICS

Addictive disorders are characterised by a division of the will, in which
the addict is attracted both by a desire to continue the addictive
behaviour and also by a desire to stop it. Academic perspectives on
this predicament usually come from clinical and scientific standpoints,
with the ‘moral model’ rejected as outmoded. But Christian theology
has a long history of thinking and writing on such problems and offers
insights which are helpful to scientific and ethical reflection upon the
nature of addiction. Christopher Cook reviews Christian theological
and ethical reflection upon the problems of alcohol use and misuse,
from biblical times until the present day. Drawing particularly upon
the writings of St Paul the Apostle and Augustine of Hippo, a critical
theological model of addiction is developed. Alcohol dependence is
also viewed in the broader ethical perspective of the use and misuse
of alcohol within communities.

christopher c. h. cook is Professorial Research Fellow in
the Department of Theology and Religion, Durham University,
England and a consultant psychiatrist. He is co-author of The Treat-
ment of Drinking Problems, 4th edn (2003).
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This book is dedicated to
Ruth Elizabeth Cook

1955 to 1985

‘Love is strong as death,
passion fierce as the grave’

(Song of Solomon 8:6)
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General editor’s preface

This book is the twenty-seventh in the series New Studies in Christian
Ethics. It is also the third in succession on a medically related issue – a
subject largely unexplored in earlier books in the series. The twenty-fifth
book was Celia Deane-Drummond’s Genetics and Christian Ethics, and the
twenty-sixth was my own Health Care and Christian Ethics. As a qualified
doctor, psychiatrist and now Anglican priest, Christopher Cook has the
added advantage of both clinical and pastoral experience in this area. It
makes him particularly well qualified to fulfil the two key aims of the series
as a whole – namely, to promote monographs in Christian ethics which
engage centrally with the present secular moral debate at the highest possible
intellectual level and, secondly, to encourage contributors to demonstrate
that Christian ethics can make a distinctive contribution to this debate.

Christopher Cook’s clinical work in the area of alcohol dependence
has convinced him that there is a gap in much secular discussion. While
he is critical of simplistic moralistic approaches to alcoholism (especially
the nineteenth-century Christian Temperance Movement) and is deeply
informed by modern biosocial studies, he argues that a careful use of Paul’s
and Augustine’s notion of the divided self can still make a significant con-
tribution today. The latter can suggest an important link between our
experience of ourselves and that of those with a medical disorder of severe
alcohol dependence. A proper sense of humility can help us to see that some
experience of addiction – whether it involves alcohol, food, sex, or simply
shopping – is an everyday reality in which each of us experiences a divided
self. In addition, he argues that the need for grace is an essential component
in any adequate response to addictive disorders – whether it is the explicit
Christian concept of God’s grace in Jesus Christ or the rather vaguer notion
of the need for the ‘Higher Power’ of Alcoholics Anonymous. Indeed, at
an empirical level, he suggests that spiritual or religious experience is often
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x General editor’s preface

and unsurprisingly associated with recovery from addiction (tortuous as it
often is).

This well-written book is a helpful and important contribution to New
Studies in Christian Ethics and deserves to be read widely.

robin gill
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Preface

All sciences being connected together, and having bearings one on
another, it is impossible to teach them all thoroughly, unless they all
are taken into account, and Theology among them.

(John Henry Newman)1

It is now twenty years since I first began working as a psychiatrist with
people suffering from addictive disorders. From the first, this area of work
was for me both a subject of academic inquiry as well as one of clinical
endeavour on behalf of those who struggle within themselves. My Chris-
tian faith preceded this work, and in many ways motivated it, but it was
only much later in life that I was drawn towards the study of academic
theology. I was motivated in my studies both by an extension of academic
curiosity to another way of understanding human experience and also by
a belief that it is only in the light of the grace of God in Christ that we
can fully and truly understand our experience as human beings in this
world. That belief has not fundamentally changed, but it has grown as I
have attempted to explore the nature of human experience as biological,
social and psychological as well as spiritual, in its relation to the incar-
nation of God in Christ. In theological terms, it seems to me that the
grace of God in Christ is the hermeneutical key to understanding human
being.

The hermeneutical task in theology is often, although by no means
always, concerned with texts. My interest in hermeneutics is concerned
both with the text of Christian scripture and also with the metaphorical
text of human experience. In particular, in the context of the present work,
it seems to me that interpretation of the ‘text’ of the experience of addic-
tion is better achieved when the natural and social sciences are brought
together with theology as tools to assist in undertaking the hermeneu-
tical task. As Newman argued in The Idea of a University ([1852] 1996),

1 Newman, [1852] 1996, p. 75.
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xii Preface

all areas of learning are interconnected. The exclusion of theology from
the process of interpreting human experience can therefore be seen only
to impoverish our understanding of that experience, unless, of course, one
begins with prior atheistic assumptions concerning the human ‘text’ and
its context.

With a few notable exceptions, under the influence of the Enlighten-
ment, the vast interdisciplinary literature that surrounds addiction and
alcohol studies has come to exclude theology. It is my conviction that we
are much poorer as a result, and I offer this book as a small contribution
towards correcting the deficiency. However, I could not have written it
without the help of many friends and colleagues, towards whom I am glad
to acknowledge my debt of gratitude here.

Many of the debts that I owe are explicitly acknowledged in the text,
where I have quoted other authors, living and dead. I am especially grateful
to Paul of Tarsus and Augustine of Hippo, whom I have obviously never met
face to face, but whom I have come to know through the texts that they left
behind them, and with whom I share in the communion of saints. Among
those living friends and colleagues who have helped me in ways that are not
explicitly acknowledged elsewhere in the text of this book, I would like to
thank Professor John Barclay, Professor Virginia Berridge, Dr John Court,
Professor Griffith Edwards, and three anonymous reviewers, each of whom
read one or more of the draft chapters of this book and kindly provided
helpful comments having done so. Griffith has also been an author, mentor
and friend from whom I have learned much about addiction over the years,
and my debt to him in these respects is especially great.

Numerous other colleagues and students have recommended reading,
posed important questions, discussed ideas and generally encouraged me
during the course of my writing this book. I cannot mention them all
by name, but I would particularly like to thank Dr Carol Harrison, with
whom I much enjoyed discussing the section on Augustine of Hippo, and
Derek Rutherford and other colleagues at the Institute for Alcohol Studies
in London. I am also grateful to the latter, and especially to Judith Crowe,
for allowing me to use, and assisting me with access to, the almost unique
collection of temperance publications that is held in their library.

I am greatly indebted to Dr Katharina Brett, Senior Commissioning
Editor, Religious Studies, at Cambridge University Press, and to Canon
Professor Robin Gill, Series Editor. They have both offered much encour-
agement and constructive advice on numerous occasions. Robin has also
taught me much of what I know about applied theology, and has been a

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
0521851823 - Alcohol, Addiction and Christian Ethics
Christopher C. H. Cook
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521851823
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface xiii

valued friend. This book would not have been written but for his patient,
unfailing and wise support.

Finally, my thanks go, as always, to my wife Joy, and to Andrew, Beth,
Rachel and Jonathan, for the countless loving ways in which they have
provided such an important part of the context within which this text was
written.
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From The Temperance Examiner, no. 11, 1 November 1839
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