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Over much of the past 150 years, New Zealand Presbyterians had a reputation for being 

amongst the leading supporters of temperance and prohibition. This reputation has rather 

diminished now, if not entirely collapsed. Despite this, the national debate about alcohol 

continues. Indeed, as you all well know, over the past couple of years it has been as lively as 

at any time in recent history. This is a curious turnaround, and raises interesting 

contemporary and historical questions. 

Among other projects, over the past couple of years I have been looking at some questions 

of religion and alcohol, especially with respect to Presbyterian and Baptist attitudes. In this 

talk I want to revisit the question of alcohol and the churches, considering changing attitudes 

over time - paying particular attention to the Presbyterian context.  

Early temperance movements 

It was by no means a foregone conclusion that New Zealand Presbyterians would become 

teetotal enthusiasts. It was certainly not a central tenet of traditional Presbyterianism. 

Significant changes to drinking cultures occurred during the Reformation era, but the idea of 

abstaining from alcohol was not advanced as an option at that time – even by radical 

Reformation leaders. Theologically and in practice, Luther and Calvin accepted alcohol as one 

of God’s gifts. It is thought that Knox himself was probably a daily imbiber of wine.1 

The modern temperance movement came later, and derived from a complex set of changes 

over the following centuries. Notably, the expansion of distilleries and the ‘gin craze’ of the 

eighteenth century sparked significant reactions; concern about the impact of ‘strong liquor’ 

on workers during the period of the ‘industrial revolution’ was another important factor.  

In this context, early nineteenth century temperance movements in Britain and North 

America focused on curtailing excessive consumption, and its associated ills, rather than 

consumption per se. This was also the case for the first New Zealand temperance 

organisation, which was founded at Paihia in 1836 and focused on consumption of ‘ardent 

spirits’.2  

Through the nineteenth century, this emphasis changed. In the context of ‘temperance 

reform’, the notion of temperance increasing wriggled free of its common-sense association 
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with ‘moderation’. Rather, temperance became associated with teetotalism (as a radical form 

of self-restraint).  

By the late-nineteenth century, emphasis on ‘temperance’ shaded into legislative attempts to 

control – and if possible eliminate – the supply and consumption of alcohol. In other words, 

by century’s end, the temperance agenda had become a prohibition agenda.  

While temperance and prohibition essentially elided in common terminology, the distinction 

was an important one that many continued to emphasise. The distinction also marked a 

religious divide: for whereas there was widespread religious support for temperance, 

including among Catholics, prohibition was more commonly associated with the Protestant 

churches.  

Growth of temperance campaigning 

Early migrants to New Zealand seem to have been, overwhelmingly, fairly keen imbibers – 

including churchgoing migrants. There is ample evidence of this in the Otago settlement, 

including among leaders such as Dr Burns.3 Indeed, prior to the 1870s, campaigning 

temperance was rather limited. In England, Baptists were even still advertising whiskey in 

their church newspaper around this time.4  

The strengthening of pro-temperance sentiment in New Zealand during the 1850s and 60s 

was a complicated business, but the culture of heavy drinking associated with the gold 

rushes was certainly a contributing factor. Rates of drunkenness featured prominently in 

temperance arguments, and these were notably high in the South Island (where the gold 

rushes were centred and religious support for prohibition became strong). The New Zealand 

Constabulary report to Parliament in 1879 indicated that ‘Drunkenness’ accounted for 44.4% 

of all reported offences in the North Island District, but 56.6% in the South.5  

Drunkenness contravened accepted religious principles, but it was the abuse of alcohol in 

terms of violence and disorder that created the greater concerns. In combating these, the 

churches found their voice in terms of speaking up on public issues. 

A perceived correlation between drunkenness and irreligion also strengthened during the 

1860s. Within the churches, increased support for temperance activism (and for the stronger 

position of teetotalism) was closely related to evangelism. Brian Harrison’s classic study of 

Victorian temperance, Drink and the Victorians, noted that the mid-century rise of 

teetotalism within the churches in England owed much to evangelicals’ experience of its 
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utility in their efforts to reach the working classes.6 The Salvation Army was perhaps the 

outstanding example in this, from 1865. 

Evangelistic emphases were also evident in New Zealand, where the first Presbyterian 

temperance resolution (from the Northern Church) described intemperance as a ‘hindrance 

to the advancement of vital religion’. 7 But it was the rise of Gospel Temperance that had the 

greatest influence in the New Zealand churches, and it was here that the evangelistic 

imperative was most pronounced.  

Gospel temperance took a number of guises, but the Gospel Temperance movement (also 

often known as the Blue Ribbon movement), was the crucial form. This was a kind of 

temperance revivalism that was consciously modelled on the American evangelist D.L. 

Moody’s methods – notably in its emphasis on interdenominational cooperation, use of 

gospel songs, ‘inquiry room’ methodologies and public displays of responsiveness. Initially a 

moral suasion movement, it focused on encouraging respondents to take the teetotal 

pledge.  

I have detailed elsewhere (in a forthcoming chapter) the way that this trans-Atlantic 

movement arrived in New Zealand in the early 1880s, the appeal of its Moodyite approach, 

and its marked effect in particularly Presbyterian, Baptist and Methodist quarters.8  

Effects of Gospel Temperance  

The evangelical, and evangelistic, flavour of Gospel Temperance was a crucial factor in the 

growth of temperance sentiment within the churches.9 Its melding of evangelism with 

temperance also left a deep imprint on the wider prohibition movement, shaping the ‘quasi-

religious’ tone that commentators on the prohibition movement have often noted.  

Indeed, in some senses it was more than a quasi-religious tone. In 1896, for example, 142 

respondents in the national census actually defined their religious identity as being 

adherents of the ‘Gospel Mission of Temperance’.10 This designation did not appear in later 

censuses, but it does suggest that Gospel Temperance became, self-consciously, a kind of 

religion for some people. 

In fact, arguably, the whole prohibition movement could be plausibly interpreted as a kind of 

religion – one that operated as a mediating structure between the churches and the state.  
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Stephen Prothero has pithily characterised religions as phenomena that share the family 

resemblances of a ‘creed, cultus, code, and community’.11 In these terms, at least, the 

prohibition movement could easily qualify as religious. If we think of these ‘4 Cs’ as pointing 

to: values and beliefs; ritual activities; standards of ethical conduct; and institutions and 

communities, we can very clearly see these forming around the prohibition ideal. It would be 

interesting to see where a systematic analysis of prohibition as religion movement might 

lead, and what it might uncover. 

In any case, deep investment in prohibition had a number of impacts on the Christian 

churches.  

Dominic Erdozain has argued that prohibitionism encouraged profoundly secularising 

doctrinal adaptations. In particular, he notes a practical reframing of the doctrine of sin to an 

emphasis on vice, with its corollary that salvation became a question of virtue: ‘if you could 

hold firm against the temptations of the flesh, you were not too far from the Kingdom’.12 

In terms of church life, there were other obvious effects. Use of grape juice in the Lord’s 

Supper became contentious from the 1890s as prohibitionist sentiment strengthened. 

Stronger restrictions on the consumption of alcohol on church premises also became more 

common.  

Both matters were ultimately decided by Session and/or Parish Council in the Presbyterian 

system, but by the early 1900s the total abstainers’ position largely held sway.13 Hence, use 

of fermented sacramental wine became exceptional, though debate continued in some 

parishes for many years.14 Some retained use of fermented wine, but only in diluted form. 

World War Two, however, created difficulties in the supply of grape juice, and this led some 

churches to revert back to fermented wine. General Assembly’s Temperance Committee 

responded by issuing a statement on Sacramental Wine, 2000 copies of which were sent to 

sessions.15 By the 1950s, some people were objecting to the use of ‘brilliant coloured, nasty 

tasting’ wine essence that was a standard in so many churches.16 Others were perturbed to 

discover that the Presbyterian Bookroom had been quietly but consistently supplying ‘a light 

wine containing a small quantity of alcohol to those who require it’.17  
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Dissent 

Earlier temperance activism tended to emphasise reform of the individual. The prohibition 

movement, on the other hand, exemplified the principles of the so-called ‘nonconformist 

conscience’: that religion and politics were not separate spheres; and that the state should 

intervene in society for moral purposes.18  

Nowadays, the prohibition movement tends to be regarded as reactionary and conservative. 

But this is anachronistic. In its own time, prohibition was touted as ‘progressive politics’. 

Freethinkers and atheists were among the strongest nineteenth century supporters, and in 

New Zealand, the leading secularist Robert Stout was also a champion. It is notable, in this 

regard, that the most supportive churches were those with a history of independent activism.  

Presbyterian support for prohibition was very strong, but not unequivocal – and it was less 

universal than it became in the Baptist and Methodist churches. The official church policy 

favoured ‘no licence’ and then ‘prohibition’, though division of opinion manifested in a 

number of ways.  

For example, a conflict over prohibition provided part of the context for the formation of 

Chalmers Presbyterian Church, which formed out of Trinity Church in Timaru in the early 

years of the twentieth century.19 Some Presbyterians, like John Elmslie (who was a champion 

of Moodyite revivalism), were strictly temperate themselves but uncomfortable with political 

campaigning. C.S. Ross argued that the prohibition movement indicated ‘too much reliance 

on legislative methods and too little faith in the renewing grace of God’.20 

Perhaps the most celebrated anti-prohibition polemic of all was penned by none other than 

William Salmond, Professor of Mental and Moral Philosophy at the University of Otago. His 

tract, Prohibition, a Blunder, was penned in the lead-up to the first national (rather than local) 

prohibition poll in 1911 – the point at which the prohibition movement enjoyed its greatest 

level of support. Salmond’s booklet proved popular. It ran through five printings between 24 

February and 3 April, and enjoyed considerable longevity.21 That it was actually subsidised by 

liquor interests does not seem to have been widely known, but this funding was undoubtedly 

crucial in its wide dissemination. In all, the Brewers’ Association put up £1127.15s.5d. for 

printing and distribution, the main contributions being: £350 from Speight’s (Dunedin); £165 

from Staples Brewery (Wellington); and £155 from Campbell & Ehrenfried (Auckland); along 

with funds from the main Christchurch breweries and smaller provincial establishments.22 
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In contents, Salmond’s 68-page booklet traversed a wide range of objections. One of the 

most striking, and perhaps telling given prohibition campaigners’ avowed evangelicalism, 

was his challenge to the biblical foundation of prohibition and appeal to the example of 

Jesus: 

Seeing that Prohibition is extensively preached in the name of Christ and of Christianity… and is used by so many who 

regard Christ's personal life as the pure moral ideal of conduct, I begin with this affirmation: The thought and 

sentiment prevalent in the prohibition-camp in regard to wine and its use is at variance with that which pervades the 

Old and New Testament.  

Christ’s attitude toward wine, he argued, was consistent with the ‘attitude of ordinary men in 

all generations until now…. He counted wine among the good gifts of God, none the less so 

because men abuse it, nor the less so because it is the product of human skill applied to the 

raw products of nature’.23 

Such rhetorical appeals to Jesus were particularly powerful in an age when devout social 

Christians were being urged to test their actions by walking ‘in his steps’ and asking ‘What 

would Jesus do?’24 That question created some intriguing problems, but did not dent the 

Church’s support for prohibition during the interwar years. 

Declining support for prohibition  

Most research into religion and alcohol focuses on the years to 1930, the year when James 

Cocker and John Malton Murray published their early history of the Prohibition movement.25 

That year is often taken as a notional point when terminal decline of the prohibition 

movement became clear. There are good reasons to accept this perspective. The repeal of 

Prohibition in the United States in March 1933 was an important international milestone. 

Some recent opinion has suggested that this owed more to the changed priorities of 

depression-era voters than to any intrinsic deficiencies or characteristics of Prohibition itself. 

Nevertheless, its demise was a blow to supporters the world over.26 It certainly made the 

positioning of prohibition as a ‘progressive’ movement look increasingly tenuous. 

Generational differences in outlook also began to appear, and issues like prohibition became 

less attractive to young opinion-formers than issues of war, peace, employment and 

internationalism, for example. 

The demise of support for prohibition was not linear or quick, however.27 The overall trend in 

support at triennial polls was downward after 1911, and the close poll of 1919, but there 
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were numerical leaps in support in 1949, 1957, and again in 1972. In 1960, 22% of voters still 

voted prohibition, as did nearly 15% in 1972.28 The last ‘dry districts’ in the country, in places 

like Tawa and Mt Roskill, only went ‘wet’ in 1999. 

Between the wars, some 29 Presbyterian ministers were released for 6 weeks to campaign for 

the New Zealand Alliance in the 1928 election; 15 did so again in 1935. A Presbyterian 

wartime survey in 1942 also indicated that 72% of sessions (from a pool of 100/350 

respondents) still favoured total prohibition; closer to 90% disapproved of Christians serving 

alcohol at social functions.29 

The post-World War Two era  

Even after World War Two, there was also some early evidence of renewed campaigning 

vigour within the Presbyterian Church: Temperance Day (16 September) was transformed 

into a Temperance Week; a Temperance page in the Outlook was given renewed support; 

and there was much excitement over a Royal Commission into the Liquor traffic.  

Raising money to support that cause was problematic, however, and specialist organisations 

like the Band of Hope disappeared with temperance education placed in the hands of 

organisations like the Boys’ Brigade and Girls’ Life Brigades.30 Thus, John Collie noted in 1948 

that enthusiasm for the issue had already died down: ‘Our fundamental position as a Church 

is nominally the same as in the past – that of entire opposition to the drink traffic in all its 

forms. But the crusading zeal of the past is no longer in evidence.’31  

The creed and code were still in place, but the community was weakening – and with it the 

cultus. 

The 1950s 

The 1950s are commonly characterised as a period of stultifying conformism within New 

Zealand society. Restrictive attitudes to alcohol, and the perpetuation of six o’clock closing, 

often loom large in such characterisations.  

There is certainly evidence that restrictive attitudes persisted among Presbyterians, as in 

other churches. For example, the Church officially maintained its opposition to the extension 

of licences and trading hours throughout the decade. One writer’s throwaway comment in 

1952 that ‘There are actually church people who think that a man is on the straight road to 

hell if he drinks a glass of beer’ led to a spirited correspondence in the pages of the Outlook. 
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The debate turned largely on whether or not drinking beer was sinful; the majority of writers 

argued that it was, and attacked defenders of moderate consumption.32 

Despite this, a number of crucial changes in outlook were reflected in the Church’s official 

position in the 1950s. 

There were early attempts to come to a joint Methodist-Presbyterian position. These 

deliberations concluded that neither prohibition nor personal abstention were enjoined in 

the Bible, but that contemporary ‘alcoholic culture’ meant that ‘extreme moderation or total 

abstinence personally seemed to be the Christian attitudes; and either total prohibition or 

very drastic regulation is the right social control’.33 

Revised statements of the General Assembly successively weakened the Church’s emphasis 

on total abstinence. The Church of Scotland led the way on this when in 1955 it narrowly 

rejected a statement that had been carried since Union in 1929, that ‘personal abstinence’ 

was the best method for removing the evils of intemperance.34 The New Zealand General 

Assembly’s statement of that year, and reaffirmed in 1957, recognised ‘liberty of conscience’ 

on the matter of alcohol consumption, but presented ‘abstinence’ as the ideal and ‘best 

example’ for Church members. 

The Church’s Temperance Committee report in 1957 also noted that their work was now ‘of a 

routine nature’, and that fresh approaches were necessary: ‘the time is definitely at hand 

when the Church should come to grips with the whole liquor question in the most positive 

and united way’.35 One result was a change of name for the Temperance Committee, which 

became the Committee on Liquor Problems and Alcoholism from 1958 – a name that was 

felt to be ‘more suitable and appropriate, and indicative of the work the Committee is 

seeking to do’.36 The new name implied a greater acceptance of medical disease models, and 

a greater emphasis on mitigating problems rather than adjudicating on the legitimacy of 

alcohol consumption per se. The arrival of AA in NZ from 1950 was an important 

development, and it also reflected changing attitudes and approaches along these lines.  

In 1959, the new committee remained somewhat equivocal on the question of alcohol 

consumption, and still commended total abstinence as ‘a splendid privilege of Christian 

service’.37 

Its 1960 report was a more significant departure. This was written in the wake of Conrad 

Bollinger’s damning critique of New Zealand liquor laws, in which he argued against six 
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o’clock closing claiming that it was only being maintained through an unlikely and unholy 

alliance between temperance activists and the liquor trade. The book, Grog’s Own Country, 

appeared prominently in the Committee’s list of suggested reading.38  

The Committee report reflected without resignation that ‘alcoholic liquor is very strongly 

entrenched in Western society’, adding that it is better to ‘deal with the situation as it is’ 

rather than cling tenaciously to prohibitionist principle. Moreover, it highlighted the harm 

done through the ‘Temperance’ cause, notably in alienating potential moderate alcohol-

consuming allies who also cared about the problem of abuse but were irked by infringement 

of their privacy.  

The Committee’s statement, The Christian Approach to the Problem of Alcoholic Liquor, 

defined the subsequent Presbyterian position. It firmly located the question of alcohol 

consumption within the range of matters of Christian freedom, refused to dogmatise upon 

‘moderate’ drinking over ‘total abstinence’, and reiterated the inadvisability of attempting to 

decide matters through legislation.39 

O.T. Jenkins’ 1962 booklet, Change Direction has sometimes been regarded as a crucial 

watershed in Presbyterian attitudes. In terms of ideas, however, Jenkins actually highlighted 

the ‘courageous’ Committee report of 1960. Perhaps the key development was his blunt 

criticism of preceding policy and enduring mentalities. Thus, he claimed, the arguments of 

the New Zealand Alliance were too often ‘painfully obtuse’, and total abstinence a guilt-

inducing and flawed position: ‘Rather than a virtue, this is a moral disease which encourages 

people to turn away from their responsibilities’.40 

A return to ten o’clock closing became the centrepiece of efforts to liberalise liquor laws in 

the 1960s. That change had been rejected after World War Two, but New South Wales had 

made the change in the 1950s, and the momentum toward the change was substantial. By 

the time six o’clock closing finally finished in New Zealand in 1967 (on the back of a 

referendum in September that year that resulted in 64% support for 10 o’clock closing) there 

was still considerable resistance at the grassroots, but the Church was officially agreeable. 

The Committee on Liquor Problems and Alcoholism was now more concerned with 

contemplating how the nation’s ‘drinking habits’ might be refined.  

The 1970s and beyond 

In 1968, the Committee on Liquor Problems became a sub-committee of the Public 

Questions Committee, and alcohol soon became but one of that committee’s concerns. In 

one sense, this change signalled the demise of alcohol as a significant and specific concern 

for the Church – and it has often been interpreted as such.  
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But this is not entirely correct. A strong culture of concern about problems of alcohol 

remained, and still permeated. The prominence of the issue lessened, but throughout the 

1970s, and to some extent the 1980s, there was really quite a lot of interest in issues of 

alcohol culture and legislation. As early as 1968, the committee came down in favour of 

abolishing the triennial poll. By 1970 it had redefined its role as being on the one hand 

prophetic (in the sense of educating on the truth about alcohol), and on the other legislative 

(in the sense of seeking safeguards to the public interest with respect to the extension of 

access to alcohol and improved facilities for consumption).41  

Thereafter, the Public Questions Committee was quite active in making submissions on 

legislation, and in corresponding with Ministers. It made a significant submission to the 

Royal Commission of Inquiry into the Sale of Liquor, 1974, and offered opinion on 

amendment bills and debates about lowering the drinking age, broadcasting, road safety 

and breath-testing, to name just a few issues. Much of this discussion was of high quality, 

and shaped by pragmatic principles of seeking reduction in consumption, and improving 

‘responsible drinking’. 

In terms of the Church’s ‘prophetic’ educational role, the Public Questions Committee helped 

to produce an Alcohol Education Kit in 1979. This proved fairly popular, insofar as it outran 

its initial print run. A remit on a paper entitled ‘To Drink or Not to Drink’ also provoked lively 

discussion and debate in 1980-81.42 That debate was overwhelmed somewhat by debates 

about the Springbok Tour in 1981.  

Therein lay part of the issue in terms of the Church’s reflection on alcohol and society, for 

despite the activity during the 1970s, some significant changes were taking place that 

shaped subsequent attitudes and action.  

The emphasis on alcohol issues did wane, and for a complex range of reasons: 

In an age when ecumenical hopes were still high, it was a non-essential issue that had 

potential to complicate delicate inter-denominational relations. 

Theologically, alcohol activism had become largely associated with conservative rather than 

progressive positions; and this was a period of great tension between liberal and 

conservative positions. 

Practically-speaking, there were so many social changes and causes that alcohol became 

rather lost in the mix. Moreover, it no longer seemed so very important. The great issues of 

the day related more to concerns like those about women’s liberation, race relations, and 

social justice. The Public Questions report of 1981, for example, highlighted energy 

development, unemployment and Springbok Tour as the three major concerns of the year.  
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Issues like these became the focus of much greater theological and biblical reflection, often 

through a framework of ‘justice’, which became a particularly powerful theological lens. 

Questions relating to alcohol were never successfully re-imagined within more ‘relevant’ 

contemporary frameworks. They were never re-cast or interpreted, for example, within a 

justice framework. 

To be fair, there was some theological reflection in the Alcohol Kitset, but the focus tended 

to hinge on questions of the personal morality of drinking. That individualistic focus seemed 

somewhat out of step with the mood of the times, and did not bear strongly on other related 

issues relating to the role of alcohol in church life, and in the community at large. 

The climate of the time was one of major divisions – social and theological. This sharpened 

questions of who was speaking on issues, for whom, and on what basis. The theological 

fracturing of the church led to considerable disquiet over Public Questions Committee 

statements and the instability of whole Public Questions voice. In particular, there was 

concern in some quarters about the apparently default liberalism of the Public Questions 

Committee, which was occasionally advocating positions that were more liberal even than 

Government proposals. 

In hindsight, the muted voice of the churches in relation to the Sale of Liquor Act, 1989, must 

be one of the great puzzles of recent times. For if ever there was a bill to respond to, this was 

it. The 1989 Act radically liberalised access to alcohol, which resulted in a near doubling of 

outlets from 6,200 to 10,800 between 1990 and 1995.43 This was widely anticipated, yet the 

churches’ engagement with the debate at the time was really quite tame.  

Again, the issue here was that the changes came in the middle of the ‘policy revolution’ of 

the Fourth Labour Government. Alcohol reform was somewhat swamped by a range of other 

concerns in a context of (among other things) economic liberalisation, high unemployment, 

and changing Maori-Pakeha relations. Conservatives were more preoccupied with 

liberalisation as it pertained to issues of sexuality. 

Recent changes 

Interestingly, in the wider culture, the right to not drink has become increasingly respected 

over the last decade or so. At the same time, however, alcohol consumption has been largely 

normalised within many, though certainly not all, churches. Some Pentecostal and 

evangelical churches (Destiny included) reject this approach – partly from awareness of the 

problems associated with alcohol consumption among the constituencies they seek to 

minister to. On the other hand, others regard a relaxed attitude to alcohol as an important 

component of being ‘accessible’ and relevant to ordinary non-churchgoing New Zealanders. 
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New Zealand’s wine industry has developed, and wine has become a greater part of 

mainstream culture, and this has undoubtedly been a factor. 

Ten years ago, or so, by brother-in-law – an Anglican clergyman – began a Bible-and-beer 

group in Westport. At that time, the move was considered edgy enough to warrant comment 

in the press. These days ‘wine and theology’ groups are not uncommon, and alcohol is often 

served at church functions. In 2010, one Brethren assembly in Wellington hosted a ‘Mark and 

wine’ evening, where visitors could sup wine while hearing Mark’s Gospel read. I have even 

attended a major Presbyterian function where if non-alcoholic drink was available at some 

point, it had certainly all gone by the time I reached the service.  

There are some curious anomalies. The church I currently attend allows wine to be served at 

social functions, but not beer. I haven’t been able to extract a clear explanation for this; it 

does seem like a form of class snobbery. 

Current debates 

The current debate about the Law Commission report Alcohol in our Lives, and subsequent 

Government legislation, raises a number of interesting considerations. 

There is clearly a lot of interest in the debate, judging from the vast number of select 

committee submissions (over 9,000, compared with c. 3,300 for Civil Unions Bill, 2004). Many 

of these have come from church groups, religious organisations and others overtly 

identifying with a religious perspective. 

A great many submissions have simply endorsed the ‘5+ Solution’ proposed by Alcohol 

Action in one form or another.44 Amongst the ‘religious submissions’, this approach reflects 

official support from the churches for Alcohol Action’s programme: the church leaders’ 

deputation to the Prime Minister in November 2010 endorsed it,45 as have the Anglican, 

Methodist and Presbyterian churches individually. 

The loss of a Public Questions mechanism within the PCANZ has weakened the Church’s 

capacity to formulate responses and generate debate. Nevertheless, its current submission 

does point to helpful aspects of earlier submissions, even if it belies the lack of a strong 

collective voice on the issue over last twenty years. There have also been a significant 

number of submissions from individuals and parishes, apparently especially from older 

members.  

The Salvation Army is the only group with a long and intensive history of social work 

explicitly relating to alcohol treatment. This shines through in the expertise expressed in the 
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work of its Social Policy and Parliamentary Unit, and in the credibility attached to its 

statements.46 

In general, one gains a sense from the range of submissions of a diverse Christian 

community grappling with how to articulate a distinctive voice in a ‘secular’ public sphere. 

For some, of course, there is no need for distinctiveness – activism of any kind is enough. It is 

sufficient to activate the participatory rights of all within civil society; the harm minimisation 

principles of the ‘5+ Solution’, for example, provide a Christian enough base. 

Others clearly regard see their mandate as deriving from a Christian identity, but seem 

somewhat at sea in relating this to public policy debates. For example:  

Spreydon Baptist is a very strong and influential local church, with diverse programmes 

including substantial social outreach. Its submission suggests inexperience in this kind of 

advocacy, however. For though it is a careful, well researched and presented submission, its 

length and lack and focus at points makes it seem a little naïve about policy processes. 

Vision Network (the New Zealand Christian Network) has ambitions to be the preeminent 

voice coordinating Christian presence in the public square. Its emphasis has been that 

alcohol abuse suggests a ‘spiritual vacuum’ in society. Hence, its recommendation to the Law 

Commission was primarily that: ‘wherever alcohol misuse is discussed, the relevance of faith 

values… needs also to be mentioned. It is difficult for people to make informed choices when 

significant elements of the discussion are deliberately excluded.’  

On the other hand, the submission from Hokitika Christian Fellowship concluded with ‘some 

words of Wisdom from one of history [sic] wisest men’. That is, a lengthy quotation from 

Proverbs 23:29ff in the King James Version: ‘Who hath woe? who hath sorrow? who hath 

contentions? who hath babbling? who hath wounds without cause? who hath redness of 

eyes? They that tarry long at the wine; they that go to seek mixed wine….’  

Conventions of policy deliberation being what they are, it’s hard to see this kind of approach 

adding to the effectiveness of a select committee submission!  

Therefore, one of the current challenges for the churches seems to be the formulation of 

theological foundations, and a theological language, that can bear the weight of pastoral 

ambition in relation to personal, congregational and public life.   

My impression is that there is not a great deal of debate and/or reflection about the alcohol 

question within the churches – whether in relation to personal decision-making and ethics, 

congregational and church life, or community needs and values. Most, however, seem 

grateful that a public debate is now taking place.  
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