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  Chapter 1

  A Drunkard’s Sleep

  “Am I in darkness?”

  To put this question to ourselves, seriously so, is to place ourselves in question, or better, to come to recognize that we already were, for in interrogating ourselves explicitly in this way, we realize that life itself is an examination, a realization whereby we experience the weight of our always already having been seen by God. Whether in response we in turn treat God as a friend or an enemy remains ours to decide, but ignoring the fact that such a decision must be made is no longer feasible. This moment is one of reckoning, an awakening, a rupture in time revealing that everything preceding it was simply a prelude, a stretch of existence, however long it lasted, now disclosed to have been a state of insensibility. Once eternity has interdicted us, everything is changed forever.

  With this awakening comes the awareness that the life which had come before is something to be likened to a drunkenness, or even a sleep. Like a lie, so too drunkenness refuses what it promises. Promising rest, it produces more of the same unease responsible for having led its victim to seek escape in the first place. And, sometimes, as the empty oblivion of a night’s fleeting revelry attests, the cure is worse than the illness. For as anyone who follows its path to the bitter end comes to know, this is a way of disappointment only. Staging the allure of peace, drunkenness instead repays nothing but agitation and restlessness. To take one telling example of where its path leads, consider the figure of the drunken sleeper. Where has our sleeper found himself? Ensnared by the tantalizing promise of intoxication’s escape, now here he lies swindled into a restless, failed sleep. His body bears witness to the plunge’s futility. This is not the release the sleeper sought. We see a painful reminder that such escape remains an unfulfilled hope. And the form this sleep’s failure assumes is evident, perhaps above all, when it at its deepest. The snores of one passed out only enforce the impression, as anyone still awake in the room listening will attest, that the rest the sleeper desires is eluding him. Often, we cannot easily wake the drunken from their sleep. But this merely underscores the sleep’s inner fitfulness. Even an unresponsiveness may conceal a fury. This storm raging within the sleeper explains why nobody, not even the one who has become accustomed to a life of overindulgence’s subtle charms, has ever emerged from a night of drunken sleep feeling truly refreshed. The drunk sleep in vain.

  Is it incidental, then, that at the beginning of a reflection concerning the spiritual significance of drunkenness, we should find ourselves led to the consideration of sleep? What secret does the relationship between them contain? By appreciating how each implicates the other, would we not thereby be groping toward, however remote a thing it may appear initially, the question of faith? Or better, by exploring the symbolic significance of drunkenness as a form of spiritual sleep, are we not led to the recognition of faith’s very absence?

  The first noteworthy thing about the connection between drunkenness and bad sleep is that, although no one disputes it, many nevertheless persist in disregarding this connection. Many, after all, plunge themselves willfully into inebriation knowing well the consequences doing so entails. But if they are willing to take most other necessary precautions to guard against a bad night’s sleep, exercising every ritual they have been taught will do so, why is avoiding drunkenness the exception to that rule? Why does it find a place in one’s bedtime preparations? Why are there those, who, prepared to do basically anything to avoid a poor night’s sleep, get drunk just before nodding off? A drunken stupor makes for a bad night’s rest, yet this does not dissuade them from drinking. At the level of contradictory desire, here the everyday connection between sleep and drunkenness is unmistakable even if (or rather exactly because) a night of heavy drinking hampers the sleep it induces.

  The association between sleep and drunkenness is all the more evident when one notes how the latter is capable of ushering in a form of extreme insensibility unparalleled by anything besides dreamless sleep. This is why, just as the sober melancholic is prone to drowning his sorrows through oversleeping, so too the drunkard is prone to drowning his own in the bottle. Sometimes, in a cry for help brought to perfection, one achieves an almost incessant state of insensibility. Drinking by day, sleeping at night, the one escape segues with seamless transition into the other, producing an uninterrupted cycle of unconsciousness. And if, as the melancholic learns, the escape of an ordinary night’s sleep is incapable of dulling the ache of living, then, as the drunkard knows, there always is the consolation of being able to turn by day to the comforts of the bottle, of what is on ice. The drink opens a wayward panacea, lightening our daily burdens that no dark slumber, however temporarily satisfying, ever will. Drinking, in short, becomes a way of sleepwalking through the day.

  For this reason, drunkenness itself is a kind of lucid dreaming. Dostoevsky emphasized the point in Crime and Punishment when, portraying Raskolnikov’s precipitous descent into anguish after having committed murder, the passersby that he encounters on the St. Petersburg streets mistake his spiritual delirium for drunkenness. As is well known, and as the novel’s wrenching descriptions of the city’s grimy taverns make clear, often this kind of sleepwalking, as it were, assumes a collective effort. It is a joint undertaking, a collaborative illusion requiring the participation of many dreamers, each as unwilling as the others to be alone with the truth. No less than the intoxicating power of the drink itself, just as essential to sustaining the illusion of happiness is a consoling presence that affirms (and is careful never to challenge) its pretense. Nothing, in fact, can be more beguiling than the drinking buddies who form a permanent fixture down at the neighborhood watering hole. Without them there waiting to sustain the dream’s intoxication, one might awake, and the dream would evaporate.

  The resulting scene is as dejecting as it is typical of such places. Adriaen van Ostade’s Drunkards in a Tavern (1640) captures it well. Before us is a profound, heavy sadness. That none of the three men in the dingy tavern are able to tolerate being alone with themselves is the first clue that this boisterous tavern is not the happy place they would have us believe. Misery loves company, to be sure, yet sometimes the fact goes underappreciated that this is so all the more when such misery has resolved to try to convince anyone who will listen to it that it is happy. The drinkers become actors, hoping their feigned merriment will pass for the sincere joy they wish was theirs, but is not. Joy experiences contentment in solitude. Here, by contrast, are three men who will do anything to elude being alone.

  Looking closely, a crack in this kind of jovial veneer is bound to appear. Ostade’s tavern is no exception. Despite their valiant efforts (the many varieties of which Ostade shows beautifully), the room’s boisterousness fails to conceal, much less dispel, the men’s sorrow. The faces of these reputed free-spirits show so. While it is possible for someone to play at just about anything, these men know inside there is no avoiding what the glassy sheen of a distant stare reveals to others. The room is draped in sadness. And they feel it. Take, for instance, the man in the foreground’s right. Sitting disconnected from the shenanigans, his forlorn look mirrors the despondence his two friends are busy trying to silence. In a moment of listless honesty, he is unable to muster so much as a smile. If this man’s dejection is apparent, it is because his posture expresses desperate isolation (elbow on knee, the gaze fixed firmly on nowhere). But it is also evident in the manner by which his friends choose to carry themselves in such striking contrast. See, first, the man on the far left’s gestures, whose broad mannerisms reproduce the opposite impression of his sullen and shrunken companion. Rather than staring into oblivion as the listless man is, he has devised a strategy to ward off the despair, focusing his attention on his friend as a distraction. Looking for reassurance, he is met with a look that is seeking to do the same. In this crossing of the gazes, both men are able to suppress the realization a look at the room around them would induce. Nonetheless, the sadness seeps in. It is a sadness threatening to cross over into pure desperation when, as we notice, the same man’s outstretched arm clutching the hem of the middle figure’s shirt, a sign he’s grasping for anything (his hat appears to have been plucked off his head by the man in the middle) that might keep him from descending into the despair that has already overtaken the pensive man on the right. When in dire straits as these, sometimes a thing so meagre as a shirt can play the role of a lifeline.

  But if this game of diversion is to succeed, it must sustain itself. After all, it’s is a sophisticated production demanding careful oversight. There must be someone, then, who is willing to orchestrate everything. And who is the maestro of our little performance but the man positioned directly in the middle? Standing tall, he presides over the fleeting affair with the bravado of a conductor perched over his orchestral pit. Noticing that he has just lost the attention of the sitting man to his left, and sensing that the man to his right could be next, he redoubles his efforts to keep the latter under his spell. And so he must, for it is only by amusing others that he avoids having to confront his own trial of solitude. For as long as he occupies the center of somebody’s attention, he won’t have to face any unwelcome thoughts regarding the ugly truths waiting to intrude themselves. In the resulting game of playacting, each knows as well as the other it is easier to sustain an illusion when it is collective. Ostade’s tavern, we see, has become a theater stage. In unspoken cahoots with each other, our two “happy” drunkards play their role, reassuring themselves that everything is well and fine, so that nobody has to confront the sadness stalking them. There is every reason to surmise, however, as Ostade suggests with the blotted faces of those in the background, that the men’s superficial euphoria will soon wane. Sooner than any of them would like, a silence will fall upon their gathering, as it already has the individual man on the right. And with the gap of silence in the noisy banter, our revelers will be left facing the sad reality of things. If playing at being content can only work for so long, then in deciding to cast them in lighting reminiscent of the stage spotlight, Ostade does well to emphasize the theatricality of the tavern spectacle. As if we were peering through the tavern’s door before wisely choosing to pass on by, we see this is not the delightful place our three drunkards would like to pretend that it is.

  Sight of Ostade’s tavern evokes the thought of a spiritual crisis. These men are in peril. That our thought turns inevitably in that direction is unsurprising, especially when one considers the scene in light of the biblical understanding of drunkenness, which often associates drunkenness with sleep, something which for its own part functions as a metaphor for faithlessness. As for our tavern, it unquestionably is the scene of an empty vigil. Waiting on nothing, the men are lost. For what are they seeking in each other’s company but a contentment they will not find? The liquid on tap is incapable of quenching a spiritual thirst only the living water can, the water, in short, as we shall see soon, of which Christ speaks of at the well. Thus, even in denying the existence of this thirst afflicting him, the drunkard on the right who has come to the tavern knowing he will find only more misery, is so disconsolate and detached. This daily pilgrimage, he knows, must end in thirst. It is unpleasant to be parched with a carnal thirst, but worse still is the thirst of the spirit, one that remains no matter how much one drinks. Although they dare not say so to the others, the men know what they drink cannot solve the predicament they are facing. They are thirsty, and thirsty with a thirst that no beer can quench.

  It is a testament to the power of Ostade’s vision that he underscores the scene’s theatricality by saturating the figures in a halo of light reproducing conditions not actually feasible till centuries later with the invention of electricity. Appearing precisely where it shouldn’t, from above, the interior’s light illuminates the figures in a spotlight underscoring that these actors are deceived. But the light indicates even more. A first clue that it does has been noted, albeit in passing. Strictly speaking, the light’s shining where it does is a natural impossibility. It descends from above on our figures, illuminating them in a focal spotlight, yet without any discernible candle (much less lightbulb!) to which one could identify the source. What then, the question becomes, is the source? Having ruled out any apparently natural hypothesis, we must conclude that this light, shining as it does, is intended to be symbolic, attesting to the supernatural presence of invisible heights. Depicting a light where it should not be, Ostade suggests that even in the most wretched of places the heavenly light shines. The fact those living enshrouded in such darkness fail to notice the light’s presence does not change that they are moving beneath it. In fact, far from their obliviousness being unexpected, the men’s ignorance of the light only underscores its presence. In a place as insignificant as a squalid tavern, we see, in Ostade’s rendering, an extraordinary event owing to the spiritual light illuminating it. The setting in which these drunkards move is nothing short of supernatural, though the men know it not. The Johannine formula is fulfilled: “And the light shineth in darkness; and the darkness comprehended it not” (John 1:5).

  How their plight is as quotidian as it is spiritual comes further into view the moment the thirst Ostade is depicting is understood to be a yearning for rest, for peace. This thirst for rest thirsts for a contentment eluding us in the time leading to death. Why, then, think it may ever be found in a tavern? Of course, it cannot. As it happens, no place can provide it. There is no destination, however remote or exotic, that delivers it. In trooping down to the tavern, our revelers are simply an obvious reminder of why this truism holds. They desire a rest drunkenness cannot provide. If Ostade shows magnificently how the men seek to quench a thirst that no tavern carousing can, it is only because, as each of us knows for ourselves, they are suffering from a thirst nothing on earth can slake.

  The rest we truly need, Ostade suggests, is accordingly heavenly. A way to show so is to reveal, as the sad tavern does, a common way people seek it, yet fail to find it—by drinking at the tavern. There is a similar futility in trying to manufacture it in all of the other various ways people do. If, with Aristophanes, we may say that something has split each of us in two (wholeness now consigned to an immemorial past), it falls to love to somehow restore us to whatever extent that will be possible. Yet not just any love will do. Far from making us whole again, some loves only worsen the estrangement we were trying to overcome, deepen the wounds we have already suffered—a love of the bottle is one of these. Socrates is known to have been the occasional binge drinker, to be sure. Yet, as Plato reports in the Symposium, though Socrates drank, he somehow never became drunk. So while we do not know what Socrates was hoping to achieve by drinking (apparently it was not the euphoria of intoxication), we know it was not escape he sought. The restlessness of existence burdened him like every mortal, yet he accepted Ostade’s lesson that drinking is no cure for it.

  A considerable portion of daily life is a struggle against such restlessness. The task is to somehow shoulder it without thereby allowing it to crush us under its weight. And the danger is heightened by the fact that, although bad habits are our own, it remains the case that, from the biblical perspective, there are powerful dark forces intensifying that struggle by further tempting us. Why drunkenness is prone to boil into violence attests to these powers of strife arrayed against us. When it erupts, one can trace the drunkard’s rage to a frustration originating in the unquenchable thirst for peace he cannot find. As drunken brawls attest, drinking often renders some unable to control themselves. There are powerful emotions swirling beneath the banalities of whatever circumstances that incite the fury. Strong drink will sometimes make someone rage, but when the rage erupts, does not the irruption go to show the rage was always already there? It was simmering. As Adriaen Brouwer’s Peasants Brawling over Cards (1630) and Tavern Scene (1635) illustrate, frivolities can trigger fierce violence from those, who, having given into the temptation of drinking in order to forget their pain and frustration, find themselves succumbing to the next temptation that comes their way. As Brouwer shows, the fuse can be as trivial as a disagreement over a game of cards. Drunkenness exacerbates a wrath that, ever latent, now explodes.

  The morning after a drunken bout of senseless rage, it is tempting to deal with the shame one feels by focusing on what one did, not the fact that the drunkenness leading there is itself bad, too. To think this way is pure fantasy. Even if someone were to clinicalize the matter by interpreting alcoholism as a disease, the act of drunkenness, from the biblical perspective, remains a moral wrong. The Bible’s moral vignettes, which today are often ignored by those who think they know better than to concern themselves with what the Bible says, insist that if we sweep aside the testimony of conscience, we only do so at our own peril. After all, one feels badly about oneself after having done foolish things while drinking, because what one did is not just embarrassing, but wrong. As an example, we might consider Noah’s own wine-induced mishap, which is recounted in Genesis, and reproduced in Bellini’s 1515 Drunkenness of Noah.

  When his sons discover Noah asleep naked, the shame they feel for him has less to do with any social embarrassment (considerable as it may be) owing to their seeing their father exposed. More to the point, the shame of the situation consists in the disappointment over a father, who, until then, had been righteous, even spotless. The sordidness has less to do with the nakedness itself, more with the drunkenness responsible for bringing it to be. The Genesis narrative, in fact, by emphasizing the shame of the nakedness, in turn highlights the severity of the transgression by attributing it to drunkenness, and not some other cause. It is not that Noah bears too much simply in the sense of literal nakedness, but that he bears witness to the very sin, and thus the weakness of heart, preceding it. We do not know precisely how Noah met the dawn (the narrative does not say), but there is nothing preventing us from surmising that the grief he felt probably was concerned less with being seen naked by his sons, and instead more so over the spectacle that he had made of himself, a situation that was the natural, but avoidable, consequence of his decision to have plunged himself there. Noah, in keeping with his usually upright behavior, we may imagine, likely mourned over the inner ugliness of the drunkenness itself, not so much the intersubjective indelicacies that followed after because of it.

  The intrinsic ignominy of drunkenness arises in other contexts, too. Is it not the case, for instance, that perhaps nothing perturbs those swept up in the enthusiasm of revelry more than an encounter with a sober outsider? Without a spoken word being uttered, this unintoxicated other, simply by his mere presence, convicts them. What makes Ham’s reaction to his father’s plight so distasteful, then, is not just the cruelty of choosing to ridicule someone he loves in a moment of the beloved’s moral weakness, but that he delighted in the knowledge that Noah, who was formerly blameless, was in a way now no better than he. Ham’s response to Noah’s personal fall is instructive, because it is generalizable. Though it is known that many secretly hate a dogooder, it is precisely because those who despise good already hate themselves. Ham, in short, was happy to see Noah join the crowd of those who already had found something about themselves to loathe.

  Our analysis to present must now face an objection. For will not someone claim that what has been said is nothing more than moralizing? Drunkenness leads to a host of misdeeds, the objection begins, but that, so it continues, merely shows that what one does while drunk is perhaps worthy of our disapproval, though the drunkenness itself deserves no similar censure. To insist, as we have, that drunkenness is not just a moral failing, but a spiritual one also, strike’s the modern secular sensibility as too much. And in any case, although no one denies the connection between drunkenness and violence, sexual indiscretion, vehicular homicide, and other evils, have we really gone any way to showing that in drunkenness we are truly dealing with the antipode of faith?

  Here, the biblical texts are instructive. In his first letter to those at Corinth, for example, Paul observes the power and the hope which the Resurrection unfurls. As Emmanuel Falque has shown in The Metamorphosis of Finitude, it changes everything.1 To begin with, as Paul clarifies, the Corinthians now have two alternatives between which they must choose. The first option, naturally known to all, lies outstretched before anyone who decides to lay his hope in the material comforts of the time that leads to death. This path, he explains, is one of a hedonism that must keep at bay its underlying hopelessness. Death, for it, is the end. Hence, all that remains for this materialism to do is to eat and drink: “What advantageth it me, if the dead rise not? Let us eat and drink; for tomorrow we die” (1 Cor. 15:32). Far from entailing just a hangover, however, a night’s drinking puts out the spirit. The one who overindulges dulls his sensibility to a life that has otherwise become intolerable, one that, in having refused to turn its attention to spiritual things, has exhausted the fire for anything higher than the carnal. It is a recipe for despair: “Who hath woe? Who hath sorrow? Who hath contentions? Who hath babbling? Who hath wounds without cause? Who hath redness of eyes?” (Prov 23:29). Bitten by the serpent, stung by the adder, those who indulge the cravenness of drinking culture stoke a dependency, not on a chemical substance only, but a despondency from which they eventually come to see as having no escape. As the same stretch of the Proverbs just quoted continues a few lines later: “Yea, thou shalt be as he that lieth down in the midst of the sea, or as he that lieth upon the top of a mast” (Prov 23:34). Adrift without destination, one is hurled upon the same bottle never delivering.

  Today, it is common to see discounted the matter’s spiritual dimension as described by Paul. For no matter how profound or incontestable that dimension may be, and no matter how clearly the letters of the Hebrew prophets and early Christians analyze it, the wisdom of these texts is frequently ignored. Undeterred, there are many who continue to pursue the vanity of worldly pleasures, thinking they somehow will find peace. The mistake of doing so was not apparent to those seeing things from the Hebraic perspective alone. Others, Greek or Roman included, have remarked on this folly too. On the subject of earthly delights, Seneca, for one, casts the same verdict as Paul. Carnal things are unable to satisfy us, he says, for, “if they could ever satisfy us, they would have done so by now.”2 And how could it escape anyone’s attention that, in noting this vanity of earthly pleasures, Seneca uses sleep as the metaphor for the condition of those who cling to such things? As he saw well, the insensibility of sleep may afflict someone during the light of day as much as it does in the dead of night. In fact, the greatest danger is to fall into a sleep in which one forgets one is even sleeping. As Seneca states, “a person sleeping lightly perceives impressions in his dreams and is sometimes, even, aware during sleep that he is asleep,” but there is a kind of sleep, one more pernicious than this first, one that “blots out even dreams and plunges the mind too deep for consciousness of self.”3 In dreamless sleep such as this, one is nowhere, which is why Seneca describes it aptly when he characterizes it is as an obliviousness to oneself and one’s true condition. Life becomes a sleepwalking enslaved to the pursuit of empty comforts. And it gets worse for the sleeper. For in order to pry oneself from this condition, one must first admit that one is a victim of it, but it is this very admission the condition itself renders so difficult. When asleep like this, one is insensible to the fact of one’s sleeping: “Why does no one admit his failings? Because he’s still deep in them. It’s the person who’s awakened who recounts his dream, and acknowledging one’s failings is a sign of health.”4 Seneca’s implicit question is a serious one. How do we awake from a dream, when it is our waking life from which we must awake?

  If drunkenness is underpinned by carnal hopelessness, and hence leads to spiritual numbness, it remains to be shown how the alternative course proposed to the Corinthians by Paul differs. How, exactly, does one walk this other way? What is this way of the Spirit? First, it is a way open to everyone. One simply must be willing to seek it, if one is to in turn follow it. The life of the Spirit requires a resolution to break from the carnal course of focusing exclusively on matters concerning our being-in-the-world. Eternity must enter the frame. But here, a doubt inserts itself naturally: is not the futility of a life of eating and drinking unsurpassable? Is believing that there can be more to life, that a horizon beyond death exists, is not this wishful thinking, metaphysical speculation, a pathetic self-misunderstanding? Is there really any way of living with hope that is not self-deceived? For his own part, Paul characterizes the difference between the way of hope, on the one hand, and the way of despair, on the other, as turning on the choice of whether to pursue spiritual drink or to instead settle for earthly drink, respectively. The juxtaposition is one implying the authentic conceivability of a mode of life unknown to the carnal man. This is no small result. For even if somebody is resistant to conceding that there could be more to existence than mere earthly things, it nevertheless is impossible to with certainty rule out such a possibility. But if there is room for possibility, so too then hope.

  Such a hypothesis (if one may be forgiven for putting it in those terms) is elucidated in John’s Gospel, where it serves as the occasion for an illuminating exchange between Jesus Christ and the Samaritan woman at the well. In discussing the possibility of this previously unimaginable way of life, this way of hope, this way of the spirit, their talk turns to the subject of the living waters said to characterize it. These are waters that Christ alone, and no earthly drink, can give. We read about this donation elsewhere, when in Paul’s same remarks to the Corinthians regarding the prophets, he says, “And did all drink the same spiritual drink: for they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them: and that Rock was Christ” (1 Cor. 10:4). That nobody except Christ can quench this thirst—the thirst for meaning, for hope, for peace, for joy—is a necessity. Predictably, it accordingly was a topic of prophecy. If on the occasion recorded in the Acts in which Paul was able to convince the crowds of his gospel through “showing by the scriptures that Jesus was Christ” (Acts 18:28), Paul’s demonstration proved possible in virtue of Christ’s having already shown two of his disciples how the prophets had foretold of him in the scriptures. Two disciples on the road to Emmaus meet a stranger whom they do not recognize to be the Risen One. On the journey, he mentions the scriptures that tell them all “the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). Luke’s account does not specify which particular scriptures Christ discussed with the disciples. But we may make informed conjectures. If the prophets themselves drank of the Spirit, as Paul says to the Corinthians they did, were these not the same spiritual waters for which King David also yearned? We read so: “And David longed, and said, Oh that one would give me drink of the water of the well of Bethlehem, that is at the gate!” (1 Chron. 11:17). David’s thirst intimates the desire for the living waters that Christ will bestow, the waters that Christ speaks of to the Samaritan woman at the well. For if it is only the well at Bethlehem that can satisfy David’s thirst, it is because his thirst anticipates the incarnation later to occur there in Bethlehem. Further light is shed on the nature of David’s spiritual longing when we are told more about it at the conclusion of the exchange between Christ at the well. For in response to the woman’s stating that she desires to receive this spiritual water capable of quenching her thirst, Christ says of these waters that they give without ceasing, waters of life, waters that give the rest no earthly waters do: “Whosoever drinketh of this water shall thirst again. But whosoever drinketh of the water that I shall give him shall never thirst: but the water that I shall give him shall be in him a water springing up into everlasting life” (John 4:13–14). These are waters that quench the thirst for meaning, infinite waters that slake the spirit, unlike the carnal desire for finite things that leaves us thirsty. The mere mention of these waters invites a question. If there are such waters, and if they alone are said to be capable of quenching this thirst that no others are, why do so many who thirst nevertheless reject these waters? Why do they choose to remain thirsty? Why not only refuse to drink the living water, but deny its very existence?

  To answer, it is necessary to revisit the connection between drunkenness and sleep. To taste the waters—the waters of Life—one must first awake from the sleep forbidding access to them. To drink of them will require waking from sleep to meet the day, to no longer be drunken, but to be sober-minded. In short, drinking the waters of life will consist in entering a faith whose very form of lucidity drunkenness had clouded. It is with these spiritual stakes in view that Paul’s words of admonition against drunkenness to the Corinthians are to be understood. If, as he says, drunkards will not inherit the kingdom of Heaven (1 Cor. 6:9), is not this precisely because drunkenness signals faithlessness? Bearing in mind this equivalence between them, the drunkard’s weariness is seen to be rooted in the spiritlessness unfurling it. To go this way, to choose the cup of drunkenness, to choose hedonism and materialism, is to choose death. Even those who carnally speaking do not drink and thus are sober, are consequently without faith, for, in the relevant spiritual respect, they are still intoxicated. They may not fill the time with spirits and liquors, but their own preoccupations, whatever they may be, are earthly. From this perspective, there is an equivalence between the faithless who drink to drunkenness, on the one hand, and those who entirely abstain yet remain without faith, on the other. Indeed, considered spiritually, it might even be the drunkards, who, in not inhibiting the true depths of their despair are closer to spiritual recovery than those, who, complacent in their insensibility, find no need to drown the sorrows of a hopeless heart.

  By way of considering the symbolic status of drunkenness, have we not arrived upon the borderlands of life’s most momentous decision? No doubt we have. For, here, we are faced with the choice between faith and disbelief, the choice earlier confronting Ostade’s three drunkards in the tavern. It is easy to find additional biblical examples in which drunkenness is associated with sleep, and whereby the latter is taken to be a figure of faithlessness. We shall restrict our attention to one. The case at hand is described in the eleventh chapter of Matthew’s Gospel. Having begun his ministry to the cities, Christ addresses those who are denying he is the Son of God. To reply, he chooses the lens of drunkenness to explain himself. When it came to John the Baptist, as he reminds his listeners, John’s righteousness was made manifest by his sobriety. And yet, the Pharisees discounted it: “For John came neither eating nor drinking, and they say, He hath a devil” (Matt. 11:18). Just as the angel of the Lord had told Zacharias would be so, the prophecy concerning his son John was fulfilled: “he shall be great in the sight of the Lord, and shall drink neither wine nor strong drink; and he shall be filled with the Holy Ghost, even from his mother’s womb” (Luke 1:15). However, John’s sobriety is insufficient to convince the eyes of doubt that he indeed is the one he says. As Matthew’s narrative goes on to observe, the fact that some accuse John of unrighteousness despite his sobriety means that, if such sobriety is insufficient for establishing one’s genuine claim to righteousness, it is because drunkenness itself happens to involve more than natural intoxication, but spiritual offense. We appreciate so for ourselves when we read later in that same stretch of text how drinking can be used as a convenient excuse by the unbelieving to question someone’s righteousness. This way of questioning somebody’s righteousness is one the Pharisees use against Jesus: “The Son of man came eating and drinking, and they say, Behold a man gluttonous, and a winebibber, a friend of publicans and sinners” (Matt. 11:19). This is the hypocrisy of doubt. For no matter what it sees, it will find a way to interpret what it sees as evidence against the truth of what it does not want to see. In one case, doubt dismisses what in fact is immediately evident, while in the other, it refuses to see beyond the superficial appearance. In this first case with John, doubt denies the obvious; in the other with Christ, it insists upon a semblance of obviousness, without ever considering further into what it knows would thereby contradict the initial impression. Hence, because it wants to believe John is an imposter (that he is not a prophet), it ignores his obvious righteousness. And, because it wants to believe that Jesus is not the Christ, so accordingly it saddles him with an only apparent, yet ultimately misleading, unrighteousness. Doubt, then, comes in two forms of blindness: with John, an unduly suspicious seeing that does not see what meets the eye, simply because it does not want to see it; with Christ, a self-servingly shallow seeing that sees only enough to be able to remain blind to whatever more it does not want to see.

  What here concerns us, however, is not so much the origin of the false rumors circulating about John and Christ, or the significance of the company they kept, but rather the underlying fact that their words and deeds put drunkenness in a spiritual frame. Drunkenness is a matter of sleep precisely in that it first of all is one of unfaith. This is the lesson of the texts under consideration. For if some such as John the Baptist are falsely accused of unrighteousness despite their sobriety, while others like Christ are accused of unrighteousness for merely having associated with those who drink, then these baseless judgments miss their mark, not only because they are false, but because they fail to see the spiritual significance of the entire matter. They miss the depths at stake. Not seeing that the issue above all is one of faith, they are blind. The preceding episode in Matthew, for instance, reveals that righteousness, when understood in its spiritual dimension, is not a matter of whether or not one drinks alcohol. The reason, as we have seen, is that drunkenness itself symbolizes more than the mere state of natural intoxication. It is a spiritual intoxication, the condition of unbelief, which is capable of afflicting the teetotaler as much as it does the winebibber. Transposed from a territory defined in terms of the opposition between sobriety and carnal intoxication, drunkenness is reassigned to another, and deeper, spiritual register. Ultimately, what establishes John the Baptist’s and Christ’s righteousness is not their alcohol habits, but the fact that each drinks of the same Spirit, the drink which the unbelieving do not drink.

  More essentially than natural intoxication, drunkenness is a supernatural stupor. It is in this sense, that the drunkard is said to sleep. In turn, nothing of fundamental consequence separates sober unbelief from Bacchanalian revelry. Both sleep the same sleep of faithlessness. True sobriety becomes a metaphor for salvation, since to be sober is to be awake, which is to say, not to be drunk, but to have faith—to be awake through having drunk the spiritual drink of Christ.

  “Nothing,” Tertullian says in On the Resurrection of the Flesh, “perishes but with a view to salvation.”5 The seasons pass away to return again, day turns to night, and night back to day. These “parables of nature” reveal how everything about creation is infused by the “instinct [for] renewal.”6 Each and every day, the possibility of awaking from sleep always resides with us. It is with faith’s wakefulness in view that Christ instructs those who have heard him not to again fall asleep, having waked from the slumber of the old days of unbelief, but to stay awake and keep watch, and, lighting the lamp of the soul, to keep vigil: “And what I say unto you I say unto all, Watch” (Mark 13:37). The task of keeping watch falls to each of us. For in that peculiar stillness amid the dark blues of moonlit walls, one lies alone, and, drifting off to sleep, either heeds or not God’s call to “remember thee upon one’s bed, and meditate on thee in the night watches” (Psalm 63:6). There, in moments as these, encompassed by the room’s night solitude, eternity looms. And so, the day concludes in decision. Will one prefer the restlessness of sleep, or the great awakening of faith?
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