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19th January, 2010

Good Morning

The train was just getting into Perth late last Thursday night when a rather wild-eyed young man wandered up and asked me, 'Are you religious?'  His second question was  less challenging – 'Drink or drugs – which do you think is less damaging?'

He was writing a project.  I ran through a mental check-list – alcohol legal and drugs illegal; the bishop's glass of red wine and whatever he drinks at the end of a long day.

This is an uncomfortable area – particularly because of what it tells us about issues of class and conventional social mores.  We saw the sharp end of that in last night's BBC Scotland programme 'The Buckfast Phenomenon.'  Strathclyde Police have confirmed that Buckfast was mentioned in more than 5000 crime reports over the past three years – and one in ten of those offences was a violent one.  It should be a particular concern that Buckfast still advertises its roots in a religious community.

Alcohol suppresses the inhibitions – it gradually erodes our social controls.  As the programme explained last night, there is the particular danger in the glass bottles which so easily become a lethal weapon in the wrong circumstances.

This is of course an issue about abuse.  But above and beyond that, it is an issue about the kind of society in which we live.  I want to live in the richness of a diverse society.  But the diversity which leaves whole groups of our young people living with the inner despair which leads them to alcohol abuse and violence is not one which we should tolerate.

I looked at the wild-eyed young man on the train and felt with pain and shame the gaps between what I suspect may be his world and mine.  Too easy just to say that this is crime which is an expression of social and economic deprivation.  As a Christian, I believe that Jesus' promise of 'life abundant' to all of us makes that gap intolerable and unacceptable.

