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If you Google saints that practiced charity, one of the first ones that will come up is St. Vincent 

De Paul, but St. Vincent wasn’t always so charitable. 

 

He was born in 1580 in France.  He grew up very poor.  His father was a farmer and Vincent had 

one ambition growing up:  to escape poverty.  Interestingly, his path out of poverty was to pursue 

the priesthood so he left home at the age of 15 to enter the seminary.  He approached the 

priesthood not as a vocation and calling to serve the Lord, but more as a career to advance his 

state in life.  During seminary, his own father came to visit him, but Vincent refused to see him 

because he was so embarrassed by his father’s poverty and appearance.  He was ordained a priest 

at the very young age of 19.  After ordination, he used his charm and sense of humor to associate 

with the wealthy and elite of society.   

 

But then two things happened that led to his conversion.  First, at the age of 2, he was kidnapped 

by pirates and forced into slavery.  He basically bargained with God:  if you allow me to be 

released, I will dedicate my life to serving the poor.  After two years of being enslaved, he was 

released, and then a second thing happened that changed his life.  He was called to the bedside of 

a poor farmer sick and dying.  He gave this farmer the Last Rites and, in that moment, he was 

profoundly struck by how important his priesthood was.  It wasn’t a career for his own 

advancement, but a calling to save souls. 

 

Vincent then began living a radically transformed life in Christ.  He dedicated his whole life to 

serving the poor.  He used his contacts with wealthy benefactors to organize charitable outreach 

from rural parishes to help the poor with furniture, clothing and food.  Knowing his own sad 

state as a young priest, he also formed a religious community, known today as the Vincentians 

who were dedicated to reforming the clergy.   

 

In the gospel, people come out to St. John the Baptist who is preaching repentance, calling 

people to change their lives.  People ask John, “What are we to do?”  And John replies, “if you 

have two cloaks, share with the person who has none.”  If you have food, do likewise. 

 

In his book, “The Power of Silence,” Cardinal Sarah says the process of repentance is the process 

of moving from a life of selfishness and self-interest to a life of self-giving and sacrificial love.  

All of us are on this journey.  Because of our fallen nature, the root sin of humanity is pride.  We 

are all on this journey to move from turning inward and focusing on ourselves to turning outward 

and losing ourselves for others. 

 

I want to explore the many ways pride is at work in our lives.  First, think of all the ways we 

focus on ourselves.  This time of year, we can get caught up in thinking about what I want!  We 



can easily go through life seeking our own comforts.  Or we can constantly worry about what 

others are thinking about us.  We can become concerned about our position, status, honor, and 

fall into the trap of comparing ourselves with others.   

 

Our pride can lead us to pursue our own self perfection and we can find ourselves turning inward 

by constantly examining our lives.  Growing up I remember going to my grandparents’ house 

and in their bedroom my grandma had one of those old-fashioned dressers with a vanity mirror.  

She could sit there before the mirror and apply her make-up.  In a sense, this can be a temptation 

in our spiritual life:  constantly checking ourselves in the mirror. I shouldn’t have said that, or 

did I think about that sinful thought too long.  Focusing on our sins can be a way that we become 

self -absorbed. 

 

One classic definition of pride is to claim for our own what belongs to God!  When something 

goes well, we want to claim the glory!  Look what I’ve done!  And when something goes bad, 

we want to blame God!  Talking about attributing to ourselves what belongs to God, think about 

our first parents.  Adam and Eve grasped at the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and 

evil because they wanted to be God!  They wanted to decide for themselves what was right and 

wrong.   

 

Pride leads to outright rebellion against God.  Pride leads to disobedience.  I know better than 

God.  I know better than my parents. I know better than the Church.  I can decide for myself 

what’s right and wrong.  Where does the church come off telling me how to live my life!  Think 

of the issue of marriage today.  We actually think in our pride that we can define marriage to be 

whatever we want it to be, rather than acknowledging that God is the author of marriage. 

 

Finally, pride leads to self-reliance.  I don’t need any help.  How many times have we thought, 

“If it’s going to get done right, I have to do it myself?”  Always having to be right, always 

having to win, blaming others, becoming defensive when our faults are pointed out, holding on 

to grudges, refusing to forgive.  All of this flows from pride. 

 

“What are we to do?  The person who has two cloaks share with the person who has none.  The 

person with food should do likewise.”  John the Baptist is inviting us to stop thinking about 

ourselves and to focus on others.  Throughout our lives God slowly chips away at our pride so 

that we are molded more and more into the image of Christ who came not seeking his own glory 

and honor, but gave his life in love for us. 

 

In this final week before Christmas, let’s think about how we can focus on the needs of others.  

Clean out your closet.  We have a Catholic Charities clothing bin on the north side of our church.  

Share your food with the poor – we have bins downstairs in the social hall for food.  I invite you 

to take a litany of humility in the Narthex on your way out.  Make that a prayer as you approach 

Christmas. 

 

Here’s the good news:  our pride confines us to our own small ego world.  Grace, love, getting 

out of ourselves connects us to others and we begin to realize we are called to be part of 

something much bigger than our own little ego. 

 



And we will discover that joy comes not from taking but giving.  I’ll close with one of my 

favorite images from the Holy Land.  In the Holy Land there are two primary bodies of water:  

The Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea.  The Sea of Galilee is teaming with life and fish, but the 

Dead Sea has no life in it.  What’s the difference between these two bodies of water?  Well the 

Sea of Galilee has an outlet, it flows out of itself into the River Jordan.  But the Dead Sea has no 

outlet.  It only takes.  It’s when we lose ourselves for others that we find joy and life.  It’s when 

we go through life simply taking for ourselves that we end up dead and empty inside. 

 

As we approach Christmas, begin to reflect on this mystery of God’s self-emptying.  God who 

created the universe, who is all-powerful humbled himself to become a babe.  That’s humility.  

Like St. Vincent DePaul all of us are on this journey of transformation.  A journey from a life of 

self-seeking to a life lived for others… that’s where we will find joy. 


