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“Matt’s turning away from drink was a most extraordinary
miracle and his conversion and following our Lord was an
example to countless workers like myself.”
LARRY MCLOUGHLIN, MATT’S WORKMATE.
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BORN
May 2, 1856, Dublin
DIED:
June 7, 1925, Dublin
COMMEMORATION
June 19
PATRONAGES
Alcoholics,
Addiction Sufferers
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Prayer of Venerable Matt Talbot

L

ord, in your servant Matt Talbot you have
given us a wonderful example of triumph
over addiction, of devotion to duty, and of
lifelong reverence for the Most Holy Sacrament.
May his life of prayer and penance give us
courage to take up our crosses and follow in the
footsteps of Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

Amen

Dead Theologians Society | 1

IHS

BIOGRAPHY

M

att Talbot got his first
job when he was twelve
years old. It was the
summer of 1868. In those days it wasn’t
unusual for a twelve-year-old child to
work to help support his family. Child
labor was common. Required school
attendance was not in force. As the
second oldest of twelve children of
Charles and Elizabeth Talbot, in innercity Dublin, Ireland, and as the son of
an alcoholic who liked to drink away
his money, Matthew really needed to
work to help his family.
Matt only got to go to school for one
year, when he was eleven. The Christian
Brothers School was founded to help
children like Matt. In that year, he got
the basics of reading and writing, and
was taught his prayers and the truths
of the Catholic faith in preparation for
his reception of First Communion and
First Confession.
Matt’s first job was with E&J Burke
which was a bottling company. He was a
messenger boy and helped deliver alcohol to pubs around Dublin. Like many
of the young workers, Matt started
sampling the alcohol. This is how it
would happen. The other workers,
whose job was loading crates, would
sometimes find damaged crates and
then would split up the merchandise.
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They generously shared with their preteen co-worker. Soon Matt was drinking
every day at work.

O

ne night he came home drunk,
and, according to his sister Mary,
“Our father saw this, gave him a severe
thrashing and found a new situation for
him as a messenger boy in the Port and
Docks Board Office. But Matt continued
to drink, notwithstanding all my father
did to cure him. Matt left his job after
three years so as not to bring disgrace
on his father, who was also employed
by the Port and Docks Board. Matt then
became a bricklayer’s laborer, but continued his drinking habits; though he
always worked very hard, all his wages
went in drink.”
His sister Susan said, “He told me himself that he sold his boots and shirt to

IHS

get drink, and he used to get drink on
credit, often having his wages spent
in advance. He was quiet most of the
time when drunk, but used to curse and
swear; he used to come home and lie
down; drunkenness (was) his only vice;
he was hot-tempered and when drunk
used to have rows and fights, but ordinarily he was quiet and was not cross
with us at home.”
Matt’s three sisters never drank.
Neither did his older brother, John. But,
possibly because of Matt’s example, all
his younger brothers became alcoholics, too. One of his nieces said Matt and
his brothers once stole a violin from a
street fiddler and sold it for drink.

I

t took sixteen years for Matt to hit
bottom. He was 28 years old. One
Saturday night, after missing several
days of work, he went down to the
tavern where he and his friends usually drank. As they were coming out
of work, instead of offering to buy
Matt a drink, they ignored him. So he
went home. Matt’s sister Mary tells
that when Matt came into the house,
“Mother said, ‘You’re home early, Matt
and you are sober!’. Matt replied, ‘Yes,
Mother, I am.’ After dinner he remained
in the house, which was not usual, and
finally remarked to Mother, ‘I’m going
to take the pledge.’ She smiled and said,
‘Go, in God’s name, but don’t take it
unless you are going to keep it.’ As he
was going out, Mother said, “May God
give you strength to keep it.”

What does it mean to “take the pledge?”
In the 1800s an anti-alcohol movement
swept through Europe, the United
States and Australia. It was called the
Temperance Movement. Its proponents
denounced the evils of alcoholism and
urged moderation in drink and especially urged complete abstinence from
alcohol. In Ireland, a Catholic priest,
Father Theobald Mathew, who created
a pledge for people to sign to no longer
drink alcohol, headed this movement.

M

att went straight to Holy Cross
College in Clonliffe, which was
the seminary of the Archdiocese of
Dublin, where he made his confession
and took the pledge for three months.
The following morning, a Sunday, Matt
received the Holy Eucharist for the first
time in years.

Rutland Street Upper, Dublin 1,
where Matt lived.
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He went to Mass the next day, and the
next day, and the next day. In fact, he
went to Mass every day after that for
the rest of his life. Matt was determined to keep his pledge and afraid
that he couldn’t do it on his own.
Alcohol had been part of his life ever
since he was twelve years old. In church
he felt safe from it.

M

att also gave up his pipe and
tobacco, and took a pledge
against smoking. He told one of his
friends that was even harder than
giving up drinking!
Matt carefully figured out ways to avoid
temptation. That meant staying away
from the pub and his drinking friends,
so he started taking a different way
home from work. He also made sure he
never carried any money.
Having remained sober for three
months, he took the pledge for another
three months. His thumping headaches
and emotional turmoil began to subside and he felt new hope. His sister
Mary was convinced of his conversion because since the day he stopped
drinking, he also stopped cursing.

began to collect books on religious
topics. As a result of reading various
biographies, Matt developed a great
devotion to St. Teresa of Avila, St.
Therese of Lisieux and St. Catherine of
Siena. In one of his books, Matt wrote
on the fly-leaf these thoughtful words:
“Three things I cannot escape: the eye of
God, the voice of conscience, the stroke
of death. In company guard your tongue.
In your family guard your temper. When
alone guard your thoughts.”

I

n 1891 Matt joined the Third Order
of St. Francis. He also belonged to
the Men’s Sodality of the Immaculate
Conception, the Apostleship of Prayer,
the Living Rosary and the Confraternity
of St. Michael the Archangel. Since his
income was no longer being squandered on alcohol, he gave freely to these
religious organizations, his mother, the
poor and the missions.
He joined The Total Abstinence League
of the Sacred Heart in 1890 as one of
its earliest members. This organization
changed its name to the Pioneer Total
Abstinence Association (Pioneers) in
1898 by its founder Fr. James Cullen, SJ.

A

t the end of the second three
months, he took the pledge for a
year and at the end of the year, he took
the pledge for life.
Besides going to Mass on a daily basis,
Matt prayed at home and at work. He
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The chains Matt wore.
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Matt also did his best
to get his younger
brothers to stop
drinking. When that
failed, he moved out
of the house to get
away from them and
their bad habit.

with long stride and loose, swinging
gait. His bearing indicated recollection,
rather than preoccupation.”

Matt’s Crucifix

H

e wanted to do
penance to make up for his sixteen
years of drinking. He slept on boards
with a block of wood for his pillow. He
spent a long time in paying back the
debts he had accumulated during the
earlier years. He even spent years in
searching through the poorhouses of
Dublin for the fiddler whose violin he
had stolen, so that he could reimburse
him for the price of the instrument.
When this effort was unsuccessful,
Matt invested the money in Masses for
the welfare of the fiddler’s soul.

He almost got married. In 1892 a pious
Catholic girl proposed to him. She
worked as a cook for a Protestant clergyman, and was very impressed with
his devotional habits and his respect for
women. Matt considered the proposal,
but first made a novena for guidance.
He later told a confidant that “the
Blessed Virgin told me not to marry.”

M

att’s father died in March
of 1899. Matt moved back
home, since his hard-drinking brothers had moved elsewhere. He and one
of his sisters accepted the responsibility of caring for their mother, who
died in 1915.

His usual greeting was “God be with
you,” and he was frequently heard
singing hymns. His room was free of
luxuries and was quite bare except for
his plank bed, a chair, a table, a crucifix
and some holy pictures. Throughout
his life, Matt wore only old clothes that
had been given to him. According to
a friend, “There was nothing striking
or impressive in Matt Talbot’s appearance. To meet him on his daily rounds
he was a very commonplace type of
working-man, poorly clad, but clean. He
was somewhat below middle height, of
slight and wiry build. He walked rapidly,
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During the last years of his life, Matt
suffered from kidney and heart ailments. Shortly before he died, Matt
confided that he suffered a great deal
from pain in his heart and that he frequently experienced great weakness.
But he still managed to go work, doing
light duty the day before he died.

A

t 9:45 on Trinity Sunday, June 7,
1925, while Matt was walking to
Mass, he stopped and then fell to the
ground. A number of people rushed to
him, while one ran to summon a priest.
The priest, Fr. Walsh, recited prayers for
the dying right there on the sidewalk,
with twenty people present…. Matt
Talbot was 69 years old.
When Matt’s body was being prepared
for burial, the attendants found that he
was wearing penitential chains. These
were removed and placed beside his
body in the casket. That Thursday he

Granby Lane, Dublin 1, where
Matt Talbot died on his way to Mass.
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was buried in Glasnevin. In February
of 1962, his remains were removed to
the Church of Our Lady of Lourdes on
Gloucester Street, the parish church
of the area where Matt had lived for
many years. The tomb has a glass panel
which reveals the coffin and it bears a
plaque inscribed, “The Servant of God,
Matthew Talbot, 1856-1925.”

A

nother plaque is situated on a
wall on Granby Lane and reads,
“The mark opposite this plaque indicates the spot where the Servant of
God, Matt Talbot, collapsed and died
on Trinity Sunday June 7, 1925. His
cause of beatification and canonization was introduced in Rome May 3,
1947. Erected by the Dublin Matt Talbot
Committee Nov. 5, 1972.” A simple
cross, chiseled into the sidewalk on
Granby Lane, indicates the spot where
Matt Talbot died. He was declared venerable in 1973.
•
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CATECHETICAL
REFLECTION
(The Fall – YOUCAT 67-70)

A

nyone trapped in an addiction like
alcoholism will be the first to admit
that they do not feel free. They are not
free to say ‘No’ to alcohol, nor free to
say ‘Yes’ to sobriety. Venerable Matt
Talbot knew this feeling well in his early
years. Alcoholism, as well as the life of
Matt Talbot, provide a living testament
to the problem of sin.
In Genesis chapter 3, the serpent enters
the Garden of Eden and tempts Adam
and Eve. As the Scriptures tell us, Adam
and Eve were given freewill in order to
say ‘No’ to sin and ‘Yes’ to their love
for God. Instead, their answers were
reversed, and sin entered the world. This
Original Sin started a history of Salvation
whereby God would draw His people
back to Himself, ultimately by sending His
Son, Jesus Christ.

M

any times, man is tempted to
think of the morality of the
Church, or the Ten Commandments, as
shackling bonds designed only to limit
our enjoyment and fun. If those imposed
rules did not exist, people would get
along just fine, and more people would
have more fun. Life certainly seems like
it would be better without an overbearing God dictating every action of our
lives, holding eternal damnation over
our heads as punishment.

But that is not what the morality of
the Church is about, nor is it what sin
is about. In fact, they are quite the
opposite of each other. Sin, not the
moral law, is what enslaves and limits
us, whereas the law actually sets us
free. As mentioned, anyone suffering
from an addiction knows this to be the
case. Sin enslaves us, binding us to a life
of shame, guilt, and feelings of worthlessness. These are the true fruits of
sin, and the fruits of the Fall of Adam
and Eve.

I

f we read the Genesis account carefully, we notice that serpent does
not flat out deny God’s existence, but
instead he twists God’s words. He asks
Eve if God really told her she could
not eat at all, setting God up as an
overbearing monster. This is the way
sin works in our own lives. Sin takes
something beautiful, good, and true,
and twists it into a parody of those
things. It appears good, but in reality is
nothing like it.

Matt Talbot knew this twisted nature
of sin well. We can see from his life
how sin leads only to more sin as well.
Matt’s alcoholism did not rest there,
but his sins multiplied through theft,
cursing, and fighting. Considering that
Matt’s life of sin started with one innocent drink years before, we see the true
horror of sins we do not confront.
Even though Adam and Eve fell, God
immediately reaches out his hand to
Dead Theologians Society | 7
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bring them back. He promises to send
a savior to deliver them from the serpent in Genesis 3:15, a verse that is
called the “Protoevangelium,” or “First
Gospel.” As early as Genesis, God promises to send a redeemer to rescue
mankind from the spiral of sin that had
begun. This redeemer, as we know, is
Jesus Christ.

W

hile mankind waited for generations for the coming of this
redeemer, we are blessed to live after
His coming. Because Christ has already
come, we have no need to wait to be
rescued from the spiral of death that is
sin. We need only reach out and grasp
Christ’s hand, already outstretched on
the Cross, offering us deliverance and
salvation. This is what Matt Talbot did in
his life, and it is what we can do every
day of our lives. Venerable Matt Talbot,
pray for us!
•

NOTES

8 | Venerable Matt Talbot

VENERABLE
MATT TALBOT
VOCATION

M

att Talbot was a single layman.
He was interested in marriage
and even received a marriage proposal
but after much prayer, discernment
and a Novena, he believed the Blessed
Virgin Mary wanted him to remain
single.
He was also a member of the Third
Order of St. Francis.
•
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