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Matt Talbot was born in Dublin Ireland in 1856.  He was one of 12 children.  At the time, in 

Ireland, school attendance was not in force so Matt rarely attended school.  At the age of 12, he 

got a job in a wine shop.  It was there that Matt began “sampling the wares,” which started him 

on a journey of excessive drinking for the next 16 years.  For those 16 years, he lived for booze.  

He spent all of his wages on drinking.  He frequented the pubs and became such a down and out 

drunk that he even pawned his clothes and boots to get money for alcohol.  Once he even stole a 

fiddle from a blind street musician, again to get money for alcohol. 

 

One day, penniless, he was standing outside a pub waiting for someone to buy him a drink.  

Frustrated that no one would, he received a flash of grace and recognized what a pitiful life he 

was living.  He acknowledged his utter nothingness, his weakness, and his powerlessness to 

change his life.  He went home and told his mother that he was taking the pledge.  She had been 

praying earnestly for his conversion.  At the age of 28 he found a priest, made his confession, 

and then the next day he went to Mass and received Communion which did every day for the rest 

of his life until he died at the age of 69 in 1925.  He died of a heart attack on his way to morning 

Mass.  Matthew Talbot has been declared venerable and is on the way to becoming a saint in the 

Catholic Church. 

 

“My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.”  Do we believe Christ’s 

grace is sufficient?  Matthew Talbot did!  God sometimes allows us to be humbled, to endure 

trials, and sufferings, and to even grapple with sin so that we realize in dependence on grace.  

Faced with weakness God doesn’t want us to become discouraged or despair, rather our 

weaknesses should drive us to our knees and make us realize our need for a savior. 

 

I have to be honest, for a good part of my life, I struggled to understand – how is it that our 

power lies in our weakness?  I thought the spiritual life was about overcoming weakness.  

Holiness, I thought, was a quest for self-perfection. 

 

You know what happens when you set out to perfect yourself?  God allows you to fall flat on 

your face!  A seminary professor told us over and over, holiness has more to do with God’s grace 

than about yourself.  We can’t make ourselves holy! 

 

We all have to come to this basic truth of the Christian story:  I’m a sinner, I’m powerless to 

overcome sin on my own.  I need a Savior – Jesus Christ.  He’s the one who can deliver me from 

sin!  If I don’t believe the grace of Jesus can save me and set me free, then I empty the cross of 

its saving power.  It’s when I acknowledge my littleness, my weakness, my powerlessness that 

the power of God’s grace breaks into my life!  It’s when we are weak that we are strong. 

 



What does God want?  Not faith in ourselves.  Not self-reliance, but faith and trust that his grace 

is sufficient for us.  In the gospel, Jesus is amazed at the people’s lack of faith.  How do we grow 

in faith?  I want to mention 4 ways.  First, faith is a gift, so we have to pray for faith.  Jesus tells 

us, “Ask and it will be given to you.”  I guarantee if we ask over and over for the gift of faith, our 

Father is going to give us that gift.  Our Father wants to give us everything that is good for us. 

 

St. John Bosco had a vision of the Christ Child.  He saw Jesus and he was covered with Jewels 

and precious stones, but Jesus was sad.  St. John said, “Jesus why are you sad?”  Jesus said – 

these jewels represent all the gifts and graces I want to give to people, but so few ask for them.  

Are we asking, praying for the gift of faith? 

 

Second, faith is strengthened by practicing it.  I learned that in your mid-40’s you start to lose 

muscle mass.  So about 6 years ago, I began regularly exercising.  I go to the gym and lift 

weights and exercise to keep my muscles tone and my body fit.  Our faith is like a muscle.  We 

have to exercise and practice it or else it grows weak and flabby.  There are certain things that 

have to be foundational to a solid faith life:  going to Mass every Sunday, daily prayer, 

meditation, regular confession – these things have to be “givens,” if I want to grow in faith. 

 

Third:  Our faith grows when we share it and give it away.  With most things, if we give them 

away we lose them, but with faith it’s the opposite.  Our faith grows when we give it away.  I’ve 

seen this happen through Christ Renews His Parish Retreats.  As people share their faith and give 

witness to Christ in their life, their own faith grows.  And hearing the testimony and faith of 

others helps our faith grow.  It’s a good reminder that faith flourishes in community.  We don’t 

grow in faith in isolation.   

 

Finally, and this the hardest one:  our faith often grows through trials.  Throughout life all of us 

face at times illness, disappointments, setbacks in our dreams or plans, difficult news, the death 

of loved ones, here at St. Michael’s we’ve had disappointment in the priesthood.  Sometimes our 

faith is tested.  But it’s often when our faith is tested that it grows stronger.  When we overcome 

the trials and persevere through the difficulties that our faith rises to a new level.  I’ve 

experienced this first hand:  when I was in the seminary studying philosophy, I went through a 

time of doubt.  But by praying through my doubts my faith emerged at a new level. 

 

Think about this:  in times of consolation, faith is easy.  When we clearly see signs of God’s 

presence or experience a profound awareness of God, then faith is easy.  But God can allow us to 

go through times of dryness.  God may shield us from seeing clearly his presence.  During those 

times it takes a greater act of faith to continue to believe.  This is how God stretches our faith and 

helps us to grow. 

 

Jesus was amazed at their lack of faith.  We are reminded today that our faith is not in ourselves 

or our own self-reliance.  In fact, with Paul we boast of our weakness!  We boast of our 

littleness!  We boast of our powerlessness, humbly recognizing that our strength lies in Jesus 

Christ.  Our faith is in Jesus whose grace is sufficient for us.  We can do all things through him 

who strengthens us!   


