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Beriberi is a word which has become more or less common to us.  It is derived from the 

Singhalese wore beri which means weakness.  We use it to denote the disease which is caused by 

an improper diet.  Persons who do not eat the proper foods and persistently lack certain vitamins 

are liable to this disease.  Among its symptoms are a swelling of the feet and ankles, nervous 

disturbance and general debility. 

We are reminded of the missionary, who, in telling his experiences, told of a certain 

patient suffering from this disease but who insisted that he did not have “beriberi”—he had just 

“beri” since only one foot and ankle were swollen! 

It is not unusual that we should hear so much about this disease and related ones caused 

by malnutrition and starvation diets.  The ravages of war take their toll in more than one way.  

Not only are its victims to be found among the armed forces with their loss of life and limb and 

twisted bodies and minds.  The scourge of war has had far-reaching results and famine and 

disease are one of its inevitable consequences. 

No doubt but that we have all seen pictures of emaciated bodies—thighs  shriveled to the 

size of wrist bones—sunken faces—expressionless eyes staring from hollow sockets…..It is 

almost inconceivable that humans can gaze with stolid indifference upon such scenes or that man 

could sink so low that he would be responsible for such an outrage upon his fellow humans.  

Certain nations have been accused of deliberately starving their conquered foes in order that they 

would not even have the physical strength to rebel and in order that also the coming generation 

will be so weakened that they may be the more easily kept in subjection. 

Beriberi?  Bad business?  Yes, indeed!  A loathsome thought.  Bad enough when 

unavoidable.  But when it is systematically and methodically and purposely induced it is indeed 

an outrage which is hard to conceive. 

Hear the pitiful cry of the suckling child—the low sobbing of the mother who is no 

longer able to give it nourishment—the anguish in the eyes of the father who in desperation 

cannot even find food to steal and thereby feed his family.  Hope has vanished from their eyes 

and is replaced by a look of terror at the fate which is in store for them.  Their children die and 

they find not even the strength to dig a grave.  The stench of death is daily in their nostrils.  True 

it is that they go the way of all flesh, but must it be this way? 

Not a pleasant picture is it?  No, for beriberi is bad business.  It is not the sudden 

destruction which cometh at noonday, but it is a long and tortuous process, a monster taking 

devilish delight in the agonizing cries of its helpless victims. 

Note, too, as you read your newspapers and even religious publications, that it is not at all 

difficult to arouse the feelings of the masses against the perpetrators of such inhuman practices.  

Lurid details are included and emphasized with the net result that the low muttering of the mob 

rises to a mighty crescendo and an animalistic roar which cries for revenge, persecution and 

vengeance.  A multitude of hearts and hands are both ready and willing to seek vengeance and 

repay in kind to the instigators of such atrocities; for it is the flesh of man which has been 

outraged and we are easily stirred to pity and tears of sympathy for these helpless victims of 

man’s brutality. 

And do we suffer from beriberi?  A silly question?  An amateurish attempt to be 

sensational?  Oh, yes, we admit that our food is rationed, meat and potatoes are scarce and it’s a 



problem to conserve enough point for butter.  But we haven’t really suffered so much.  We’ve 

just been inconvenienced and aggravated a bit.  But malnutrition?  No! 

My friend, you do not understand.  I mean, are we suffering from beriberi in the church 

and in our own personal spiritual life?  Is it not true that much that is called church is feeding her 

children on a steady diet of polished rice?  Is it not true that nominal Christianity will have 

nothing of vitamin-rich spiritual food and even as a naughty child she pushes that plate from her 

and screams an impudent “No!  No!”  She wants the delicacies of Egypt which are pleasing to 

the palate but which do not feed the soul.  In her blindness she will castigate and depose those 

who would show to her the proper diet.  She despises those who would draw the line sharply and 

clearly and she becomes the inventor of cunning devices which she passes off as dogmas and 

truths of Scripture. 

And if some of her children are wiser than mother and push this plate from them, she 

asininely and hysterically screams, “Naughty, naughty, Mama spank!”  And she promptly 

removes those children from her table and hopes that by such dictatorial means of castigation 

they will repent and beg forgiveness.  Or else, so she hopes, they will starve and die in their 

isolation and will thus trouble her no more! 

And then, she will “blah, blah” to the neighbors and complain bitterly that they were 

stubborn, stiff-necked and rebellious children!  For, you see, the neighbors heard that racket and 

they wondered what the trouble was. 

But, mother forgot that the children took the best food with them, the food which she had 

stored in an unused corner of the cupboard and which she seldom, if ever, used.  And these 

children did not starve!  And, instead of tombstones in a lonely corner of the graveyard, there 

have arisen church spires! 

But, it is imperative that these children be on constant guard.  For these children have 

become adult and begotten children of their own.  And even as the world, when it beholds the 

atrocities, shouts “It must never happen again!” and formulates charters and pacts to prevent 

such a ghastly occurrence, so also the church, and even the purest manifestation, must constantly 

be on her guard.  Let her not rest on her laurels.  Let her not with a loud voice shout: “We have 

the truth!” and do nothing more.  Let her not, as proof of that fact, possess only in material form 

the Scriptures and the doctrinal interpretations thereof.  Let her feed her children and gently and 

simply and carefully instruct also the babes in Christ.  Let it not be beneath the dignity of her 

shepherds to suckle the lambs and gently carry them in their arms.  We do not deem it strange or 

unbecoming if the adult father plays on the floor with his children.  May it never be that our 

spiritual fathers become so busily engaged in the preparation of adult food and barking at the 

wolves who howl outside the camp (although I do not mean to minimize that task) that they lose 

sight of the fact that the children must be fed!  And let that be done on the Sabbath Day as well as 

in catechetical and Christian day school instruction.  For these children need their vitamins too!  

And if they do not receive them we may be certain that a generation will arise which will not 

possess the vigor of manhood and will not be able to digest adult food.  They will fall an easy 

prey to the enemy.  They will be tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine and will not be able 

to answer when asked concerning the hope that is within them.  They will be suffering from 

beriberi and ours will be the responsibility! 

Our sons are called to war and it is but natural that we are concerned about their physical 

safety.  As long as they are with their own forces we do not worry too much about their diet.  

People who have made special study of physical requirements have been employed to see to it 

that that part of their life is cared for.  They know that the expression “an army fights on it 



stomach” is a good one.  But these young men need more than that and we do appreciate their 

gratitude for our humble efforts to feed them with the written word.  But the danger of beriberi 

should be recognized long before the age when they are eligible for military service.  The 

weakness caused by beriberi tends to become aggravated and accelerated under the adverse 

conditions in which they find themselves and only a well-balanced diet which began from 

infancy will give them the strength and ability to persevere.  We pray that both when they return 

from this conflict and when they finish the conflict of this life, they may be able to say with the 

Apostle: “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith.” 

It is not enough to be always negative and look around you and find fault with every 

other organization which attempts to do something for its young people.  I do not say they are to 

be defended.  Not at all!  But the question is: What are we doing?  And, is what we are doing 

enough? 

Therefore, my friends, let us conclude that beriberi is bad business.  Physically—bad and 

spiritually—terrible!  And though the stench of death is in our nostrils, let us look to the Giver of 

Life and find strength to arise and eat and be fortified for the journey which lies ahead. 
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