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Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

This letter continues where we left off in March, commenting on our 3rd Order SSPX rule. 

 ‘Abstinence from television and from any indecent reading, and the practice of sobriety’:  

When we were baptized, there was infused into our soul four powers or ‘virtues’, called Prudence, Justice, Temperance and 

Fortitude. They are also called ‘cardinal’ virtues, from a Latin word meaning the hinge of a door, since it is upon these four 
hinges that the whole of our good moral behaviour pivots and turns.  

One of the branches on the tree of Temperance is Sobriety. Now, when we start thinking seriously about the way we should 

use wine and other spirits, four important questions will probably come up: 1) ‘Have I not heard ‘sobriety’ used of other things 
besides wine and spirits?’; 2) ‘Why all this focus on wine and spirits? After all, people make a mess of their lives by overdoing 
solid food also!’; 3) ‘Given the terrible damage alcohol wrecks upon so many lives, should we not just stay clear of such an 
evil?’; and 4) ‘I can understand why prominent figures with serious duties might need to go easy on the drink, but cannot the 
rest of us let our hair down and relax?’. Let us consider each of these questions in turn: 

1) Does the virtue we call ‘sobriety’ really only apply only to the use of alcoholic beverages? After all, Sacred Scripture, the 
safest guide in these matters, seems to apply this virtue to other things. For example, St Paul writes that women should be “in 
decent apparel: adorning themselves with modesty and sobriety, not with plaited hair, or gold, etc”. Thus sobriety seems to 
apply not only to inward things but outward things such as the way people dress. The answer is as follows. Any particular 
virtue takes its meaning primarily from those conditions in which it is hardest to keep that virtue (E.g. fortitude is said firstly 
of martyrdom because it is in facing death that it is hardest to be brave). Now since sobriety literally Latin for ‘preserving a 
measure’, it is used in reference to that wherein it is particularly praiseworthy to use measure and restraint. When is this? It is 

in the use of strong inebriating drink, whose measured use confers much benefit (E.g. forgetting worries, loosening the tongue 
for easier social interaction, etc) and yet whose slight excess harms greatly (weakening our reason). And this is why St Paul 
rightly applied the word ‘sobriety’ in a broader sense to cover even the way women dress, where lack of restraint will likewise 
cause harm. So in all things measure and restraint is needed, but with strong drink it is particularly necessary. 

2) Why is it that the moderate use of drink gets its own special virtue called ‘sobriety’? After all, the moderate use of solid 

food does not have its own special virtue! The answer lies in the following. Since the task of the 4 moral virtues is to keep our 
reason from being impaired, any dangerous impediment will need a special virtue to keep it at bay. Now inebriating drink is 
just such an impediment, disturbing as it does the workings of our brain. Therefore to remove this impediment to our thinking, 
the special virtue of sobriety is needed. So why doesn’t moderation of solid food have its own virtue? Granted, any excess in 
food or drink diminishes our ability to think (and the broader virtue called ‘abstinence’ takes care of this). But due to the 
special potency of alcoholic drink, it requires its own special virtue. 

3) Is not the use of wine and other inebriating drink totally forbidden? After all, St Paul said quite emphatically that “It is good 
not to eat flesh and not to drink wine: nor anything whereby thy brother is offended or scandalized or made weak” (Rom 
14:21). This is easily answered. No genuine food or drink is evil in itself. Christ Himself said that “Not that which goeth into 
the mouth defileth a man” (Matt 15:21). Therefore of itself drinking wine is not illicit. However, it might be made illicit by 

some circumstance in the drinker himself (E.g. wine easily harms them, a vow they made, etc.), in the way it is taken (E.g. to 
excess), or in others (E.g. they are scandalized). Thus St Paul was not giving a blanket prohibition against drinking wine, but 
only if it were likely that someone would be scandalized by it. 

4) Is not sobriety really only important for persons of high position and honour? After all, St Paul says that bishops (occupying 

the highest position of all) must be “blameless, the husband of one wife, sober” (I Tim 3:2), and that “the aged men be sober” 
(Tit 2:2). The answer is as follows. Sobriety is especially needed in adolescents and women, not just those in prominent 
positions. Why? Because in adolescents the desire for pleasure is stronger, and in women their highly sensitive emotional 
equipment renders them easily influenced. But it is still nevertheless true that sobriety is needed for the proper carrying out of 
certain functions. Now wine is notorious for diminishing our reason. Therefore, sobriety is particularly needful for: a) older 
men, in whom we expect reason and calm thought to be strong so they can instruct others; b) ministers of the Church, who 
ought to give themselves to their high functions with a devout mind; and c) kings, who ought to govern the people subject to 
them with wisdom. 

The preceding four paragraphs are my own brief summaries of the four questions in St Thomas Aquinas’ Summa dealing with 
the virtue of sobriety. You may need to read through them a few times to appreciate what he is saying. The clarity with which 
he says things can initially be a little too bright for our minds. This should not be too surprising, since even our bodily eyes 
need time to adjust for the sudden brightness of the sun. 



More than once as a priest I have been asked by an outsider, probably due to the black and sober appearance of the cassock, 
‘Are you allowed to drink wine?’  

I hope it is obvious why this is a humorous question to ask of a priest. 

The priest is not merely allowed but commanded to use it for the offering of Holy Mass every day!  

Our Divine Lord’s public life began and ended with wine. At the wedding feast in the Galilean town of Cana, His “beginning of 

miracles” wherein He “manifested His glory” (John 2:11) was precisely the transformation of water into wine. And to prove 
that He did not produce it reluctantly, as if wine were a necessary evil to be patiently borne with, He not only did it without 
compulsion (His Mother merely stating “They have no wine”) but produced “good wine” in comparison with what had just run 
out. Moreover, His last testament before His passion and death also involved wine, again with an encouragement and 
command not just to admire it but to drink it: “Drink ye all of this...this is My Blood” (Matt 26). To ask a priest if he is allowed 
to drink wine is like asking a carpenter if he is allowed to handle wood. 

If the four points of St Thomas did not do so, hopefully that last paragraph convinces you that wine is good. Consider also the 
following wise words of Jesus son of Sirach, the author of the beautiful Old Testament book of Ecclesiasticus: 

“Wine taken with sobriety is like life to men: if you drink it moderately, you shall be sober. What is life to a man who is 

without wine? What takes away life? Death. Wine was created from the beginning to make men joyful, and not to make them 
drunk. Wine drunk with moderation is the joy of the soul and the heart. Sober drinking is health to soul and body. Wine drunk 
to excess raises quarrels, wrath, and many ruins. Wine drunk to excess brings bitterness of the soul. Drunkenness is the 
stumbling block of the fool, lessening his strength and causing his wounds” (31:30-40) 

This passage expresses well the power of wine both for good or evil. Think of wine as similar to an angelic spirit freshly 
created by God. That angel just created is extremely good, spiritual, and pure, and no more powerful agent exists in all 
creation. But... if that angel should pervert and directs its power to evil, the destruction it can work in the downward direction 
is proportioned to its original perfection in the upwards direction (Just think of Lucifer, the best of all the angels, who became 
the worst of all the demons!) Similarly, the greater the height from which an object is dropped, the greater is the damage to 

itself and its environment when it lands. Now amongst food and drink, wine is one of the most powerful agents for joy and 
mirth in our social life. However, being such a great good brings with it the proportionate danger of being a great evil also. 

But not the greatest evil. In replying to the objection that drunkenness would seem to be the biggest sin of all, St Thomas 

Aquinas replies with his usual clarity and common sense. He begins with the principle that something is said to be ‘evil’ in so 
far as it deprives a thing of some good quality, so that the greater the good it deprives the thing of, the more evil there is 
(E.g. lung cancer is more evil than foot cancer because it deprives of the greater good of breathing). But everyone agrees that 
divine goodness is greater than mere human goodness. Therefore sins directed against God (e.g. hatred of Him, heresy) are 
far worse than the sin of drunkenness, which is opposed to a lesser and merely human good. Which human good? That of 
straight thinking: drunkenness deprives man of his most noble power: that of his reason.  

Lastly, let us also not forget that there are many ways to be intemperate, and not just with drink: 

‘One great piece of mischief has been done by the modern restriction of the word ‘Temperance’ to the question of drink. It 

helps people to forget that you can be just as intemperate about lots of other things. A man who makes his golf or his motor-
cycle the centre of his life, or a woman who devotes all her thoughts to clothes or bridge or her dog, is being just as 
‘intemperate’ as someone who gets drunk every evening. Of course, it does not show on the outside so easily: bridge-mania 
or golf-mania do not make you fall down in the middle of the road. But God is not deceived by externals’ (Mere Christianity: 
Book III, Chapter 2) 

May these coming Sundays after Pentecost find us filled with the most nessecary and inebriating spirit of all, the Holy Spirit. 

In the Sacred Heart of Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

 

Fr Jordie Stephens, Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 


