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John Michael Talbot
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"My music changed radically when I became Catholic. . .," John Michael Talbot, a Third Order Franciscan friar who has sold more than two million records, told L. Katherine Cook in the Christian Century. "That experience ... put me in touch with a broader spectrum of artistic experience." When the singer, who in his teens had played guitar and banjo with the country-rock band Mason Proffit, donned St. Francis's traditional brown robe, he wanted to make one more record. Assuming the album would be his last, Talbot released The Lord's Supper in 1979. The irony is that this recording was only the beginning for the rich tenor's contemplative, inspirational music. "I had a definite call on my life," the monk Talbot related to Carol Azizian in a People profile. "They say you are born a Franciscan and later you find out where you belong."

Talbot's spiritual journey began in the sixties when Mason Proffit was an opening act for singer Janis Joplin. "I saw her drinking Southern Comfort like soda pop," he disclosed to Azizian. The drug and party scene dismayed Talbot, whose searing social consciousness eventually would lead him, after his conversion, to found a hermitage in the Arkansas Ozarks. In the twenty-year pilgrimage since he played a fundraiser concert for Jerry Rubin, one of the notorious "Chicago Seven," Talbot divulged to Evelyn Bence in Publisher's Weekly that he felt "God wanted him to use the gift of music as a tool of reconciliation." Reviewing Talbot's albums in Christianity Today, Michael G. Smith wrote, "I no longer give away books. Instead, I pass on the records of John Michael Talbot. His music conveys the vision of the kingdom of God better than some of the best prose of the theologians."

Born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, on May 8, 1954, to musically talented parents, Talbot grew up in Indianapolis, Indiana. His father, Dick Talbot, had performed the violin in the Oklahoma City Orchestra. His mother, Jimmie Margaret, played the piano and raised her three children on stories about her father, the Reverend James Cochran, an itinerant singing Methodist minister. John, along with his older brother Terry, and sister Tanni, played several instruments, including banjo, guitar, cello, and tambourine. "There was, shall we say," related Talbot in his biography Troubadour for the Lord, "a not quite active, but not really passive drive toward music that was just part of our family life was simply there."

A musical prodigy, Talbot began playing in regional bands with Terry when he was ten years old. Two years later, he was a seasoned vocalist and rhythm guitarist. In 1968 Terry and John, veterans of a series of well-received regional bands, decided their latest group was ready for national exposure. Changing the band's name to Mason Proffit, they dressed like American woodsmen in buckskin and leather and let their hair grow. Their "message" music, laden with social commentary, fit the nature of the Vietnam era. Audience response to their albums, including Two Hangmen and Last Night I Had the Strangest Dream, induced Warner Bros, to sign them to a contract. The members of a very good band, Terry and John Talbot, Tim Ayres, Art Nash, and Ron Scheutter, were on their way to becoming a great band when drugs and artistic differences split the group.

When the band broke up, Talbot, who had married at age seventeen in 1971, had a wife and daughter to support. Tutored through his high school years while on concert tours with the band, he had never received a high school diploma. Life was rough when his savings ran out, but Talbot's embrace of extreme fundamental religion was more a factor in the breakup of his marriage in 1977. When the former Methodist sought spiritual guidance at Alverna, a Catholic retreat center in Indiana, he discovered peace in the 800-year-old teachings of St. Francis of Assisi.

Although Talbot had ventured into Christian music with his brother Terry prior to his conversion to Catholicism as a Third Order Franciscan lay brother, he assumed his vow of chastity and poverty would end his musical career. Over the years, his release The Last Supper has sold 300,000 albums and garnered critical praise from theological circles. "His rendition of the Apostle's Creed is one of the strongest affirmations of faith set to musicome would say it rivals even the conviction and power of the "Credo" in Beethoven's Missa Solemnis," Smith's review stated. In 1980 his brother Terry joined him with the London Chamber Orchestra to make The Painter. Troubadour of the Great King (1982), Light Eternal (1982), Empty Canvas, and Few Be the Lovers (1987), among other recordings, captured Talbot's Franciscan contemplative tone and medieval leaning. The Christian Century, noting that his music does not fit the rock-oriented, contemporary Christian music scene, stated: "In every case, though, the music constitutes worship."
Earnings, including over $2 million from his previous albums, go into the various charities and the maintenance of The Little Portion, a Franciscan hermitage Talbot founded at Eureka Springs, Arkansas, in 1982. Built near the site of the 1973 Ozark Mountain Folk Fair, where Mason Proffit had performed a hit act for over 10,000 people, the religious community of more than a dozen men and women consecrate their efforts toward renewal and reform through a prayerful life. Talbot performs concert tours one week out of the month and spends the rest of his time at the retreat working for "the gentle revolution," an awakening transformation of spiritual identity. Talbot told Cook that "his role as a musician" was "to bring people into an authentic relationship with Christ." "I don't do the challenging myself," he confessed in the Christian Century. "I just present Jesus to them as real, and Jesus challenges the socks off them. The music just prepares the way for that to happen."
For the Record. . .

Born May 8, 1954, in Oklahoma City, OK; son of Dick and Jimmie Margaret Talbot; married Nancy, 1971 (divorced, 1978); children: Amy Noel. Religion: Catholic.

Singer, guitarist, banjo player, and lay brother in the Order of Secular Franciscans. At ten, began playing in regional bands with older brother, Terry; by 12, had become a seasoned rhythm guitarist and vocalist; member of country-rock band Mason Proffit, 1969-1973; performed Christian music, 1976; released first album as a monk, The Lord's Supper, 1979; has performed with the London Chamber Orchestra; founded The Little Portion Hermitage, Eureka Springs, AR.
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John Michael Talbot- Biography
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By Bernard Baur 

It's astounding to know how some people discover their true calling.

Certain events create turning points that make them question the path they've chosen and bless them with revelations that lead them to God. For Christian recording artist John Michael Talbot, those events crystallized in the most unlikely of places and inspired him to share his discovery with the world.

It was the early seventies, the height of love-ins, hippies and the dawn of the decadent disco era. Eighteen-year-old John Michael Talbot was performing across the U.S. with the rock group Mason Proffit. His group was one of the forerunners of country rock and had shared the stage with some of the biggest acts of the day, including The Byrds, Poco, Pink Floyd and The Grateful Dead. 

On one particular evening they were opening for the queen of rock herself, Janis Joplin. Talbot watched her backstage as she downed bottles of Southern Comfort like it was soda pop. The sight seized him deeply, and when the concert was over he walked back onto the empty stage. Looking out over the arena floor, he was shocked to see, lying before him a sea of bottles, beer cans and drug paraphernalia littered as far as he could see.

"Suddenly," he recalls, "the rock star life seemed empty and sad. It wasn't at all what I wanted my life to stand for." It was a prophetic experience for the youngster that caused him to question his whole lifestyle as he began to ask, "Isn't there something more?"

Up to that point he had rubbed shoulders with the rock stars he admired and emulated. He shared stages and dressing rooms with them, which gave him an insider's view of the rock scene. After meeting some of his heroes and seeing how they really lived their lives, Talbot came to an inescapable conclusion. "There were some real tragic scenarios being played out," he says, "and it caused me to stop cold and do some serious thinking." That thinking led to a revelation after performances at the Ozark Mountain Folk Fair in Eureka Springs, Arkansas in 1973. It was a profound moment that caused him to reconsider the choices he had made. As a result, Talbot left Mason Proffit and began a spiritual journey that went in many different directions before he found what he was looking for. 

He spent almost four years praying and searching for answers. He read sacred and philosophical texts, exploring everything from Native American religions to Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism and Christianity. He worked on a farm in Indiana selling vegetables during the day and studying the world's religions at night, until finally, in a singular moment, it all became clear to him.

"I won't call it a visionary experience," Talbot maintains, "but I saw a Christ figure. I knew it was Jesus, and He made everything personalized for me."

His conversion initially led him into Fundamentalism and eventually to the Jesus Movement. He studied all Christian denominations and found that Catholicism spoke to his heart. "It wasn't just some vague yearning," he recalls. "I saw a life in Christ in harmony and in peace."

"I asked God what I was supposed to do," he explains, "and God said, 'Play your music and I will open and shut the doors'." Staying true to that calling, Talbot started to use his musical talents to express his faith by joining the newly emerging Christian music scene. He recorded for Warner Brothers Records, delivering an album entitled "Reborn", and later recorded two additional albums for Sparrow Records, "John Michael Talbot" and "The New Earth".

"As a secular musician I remember trying to do spiritual things without really knowing it. Now as a Christian musician," he explains, "I've honed my craft, writing music that flows out of prayer and becomes sacred."

Talbot believes that sacred music is sacramental and, from an arts perspective, both reflects and guides the faithful. That music, based on faith, can take the listener on a closer walk with God, actually taking them into the heart of the Lord. "It brings out the mysterious and speaks the unspeakable, bringing to light that which is beyond human reason. Furthermore," he says, "the role of music and prayer fulfills a prophetic function. Not that musicians are prophets," he notes, but they do have an obligation to lead."

Acknowledging that obligation, Talbot has produced more than forty recordings over the years with sales around four million albums. His songs were the first by a Catholic artist to cross well-defined boundaries and gain acceptance by Protestant listeners. Due to his expansive popularity, he was the recipient of several prestigious awards. In 1982 he won the Dove Award for Worship Album of the Year, "Light Eternal" with producer and longtime friend, Phil Perkins. Four years later, he became one of only nine artists to receive the President's Merit Award from the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences and, in 1988 he was named the No.1 Christian Artist by Billboard magazine. 

Talbot is not the type of person who would rest on well-deserved laurels. He has also authored fourteen books, written numerous magazine articles and performs up to fifty concerts a year. "When you have something good to say," Talbot suggests, "you shouldn't be afraid to share it." In fact, Talbot has shared his meditations and music not only with concertgoers, but also with such Christian luminaries as Pope John Paul II and Mother Teresa. 

None of Talbot's musical successes, however, come close to what many consider his greatest accomplishment. Inspired by the life of St. Francis of Assisi, he sold everything he owned and joined a secular Franciscan order in 1978. He built a hermitage in the woods and fashioned a monk's habit from used army blankets. "At first, I planned to live a life of quiet meditation as a hermit," he recalls, "but as I studied the history of the church, I saw that community had always been a part of it." As a result, he founded a house of prayer called "The Little Portion" to share with others his love of Jesus. 

Visitors to the Franciscan monastery began to recognize John Michael Talbot as a man of God and gathered with him to pray, meditate and seek the Holy Spirit. He welcomed them and led prayer with songs he had arranged from ancient scriptures and sacred writings. He created musical celebrations out of his love for early church music and the music of the Medieval and Renaissance eras.

As the number of visitors continued to increase, Talbot's spiritual advisor, Fr. Martin Wolter, suggested that he start his own community and begin a music ministry. In 1982 he moved to Eureka Springs, Arkansas and founded "The Little Portion Hermitage". "I had sold everything," he laughs, "but no one would buy the twenty five acres of land I bought in the Ozarks while on tour with Mason Proffit. It seemed that God had a special purpose for it."
That purpose became a community built on the monastic heritage. "It is an applied way of life so that everything is focused on being with God," Talbot explains. "Our impetus is one of contemplation, a spiritual life that some have labeled a 'monastic ambiance'."

Today this community, "The Brothers and Sisters of Charity," has about forty members living at the monastery and some five hundred more domestic members in their own homes worldwide. It is the only community in North America with canonical status from the Catholic Church and one of only ten communities in the world to encompass celibates, single people, married couples and families. All take evangelical councils [sic] of chastity, poverty and obedience appropriate to their state of life.

Although the community is largely self-supporting, growing much of its own food, it is Talbot's music career that acts as one of its main benefactors. Additional revenue sources include donations, food sales and a record distribution network Talbot has implemented for other Catholic artists.

As for his music, it has evolved quite a bit from his early rock stylings. Talbot now has a more reflective, meditative style that combines his crystal-clear tenor vocals with his magnificent classical guitar. He is best known for creating albums designed for worship and quiet meditation.

To support his prolific writing, Talbot formed a record label in 1992 and named it what people have been calling him for years, "Troubadour for the Lord". Under its banner Talbot has released several of his own albums and works with other Christian artists. "The music I write isn't gospel, contemporary Christian or grandiose. It's sacred, which touches upon all those categories but isn't really a part of them. It's a unique niche," he explains, "and having an independent label gives me the focus I need." 

That focus, according to Talbot, can best be described by a metaphor, one that he has used in an earlier work called, "Master Musician". "I think of Christ as the conductor of an orchestra," he says. "The faithful are the players following His direction and the notes on the charts. Great players are able to take those notes and make beautiful music. But, the whole orchestra must also be on the same page and play the very same notes. If anyone decides to improvise, rather than following along, the symphony will become chaotic."

Talbot's goal today is to curb that chaos and spread the word to as many people as possible through his music, books, videos, retreats, and concerts. "People are frightened and confused because society is degenerating at an alarming rate," he proclaims, "and I sense a hunger for spirituality because our values are crumbling and, God help us, even our churches and communities are falling apart."

During these times, Talbot believes there's a powerful need to reach out right now, to all ages and to show them that there is a better way. He believes that Christian musicians have a responsibility to uphold the faith and morality of Christianity. That they should demonstrate how music can be God inspired and that, "Their music should excite people about their faith by not only being appealing, but also by attracting the faithful to its message." 

Beyond a simple faith in Jesus Christ and the power of the Holy Spirit, Talbot encourages practical disciplines such as spiritual readings, vigils, fasting and manual labor to help overcome personal weaknesses. He also carries within him a radical concern for what is happening in the world today.

In the tradition of St. Francis, he will regularly visit people in their homes, offering to help them in any way he can. He organizes "Itinerant Prayer-Walks" to coincide with his concerts, where he, and the Brothers and Sisters of Charity with no money, food or lodging for themselves, will go from town to town ministering to those in need. On a global scale, Little Portion Hermitage is a major supporter of Mercy Corps International, an organization that, in 1999 alone provided more than $93 million in emergency and humanitarian aid to people in 24 developing countries including Afghanistan, the former Yugoslavia and countries in Africa. Talbot himself has traveled with Mercy Corps to the Middle East, Central America and the Philippines.

As such, it's clear that to simply call John Michael Talbot a successful Christian artist would be a gross understatement. Although he uses his art to communicate his beliefs and love of God, he also feels a responsibility to those who may not be aware of Christ and His teachings. "The world's a community," Talbot explains, "and it's completely interdependent. Everyone is affected by what other people do, and there is a wonderful array of things we can do for God, for Christ and for His church."

To that end, Talbot strives to keep his community focused and viable in the fast pace of the new millennium. "It's an alternative living experience," he says, "but we're not fanatics about it. We try to use procedures and policies that are balanced and healthy and that recognize the rights of the individual. That may seem radical to some, but we have the checks and balances of the Catholic Church to keep us on the straight and narrow should we go wrong."

So, how does John Michael Talbot manage to keep it all together? He smiles and credits the Lord for his success. "Jesus said, 'I have come that you might have life and have it to the full.' He doesn't waste anything. He'll redeem us all if we let Him."

Indeed, as he reflects on his life and all that has been accomplished, Talbot sighs, "Jesus has been good to me. He's offered me salvation and a way to help others. In fact, the more I live this life, the more I see our job as a community is to simply be faithful to what God has given us. In that way," he concludes, "We will be living, nothing more or less, than the gospel of Jesus Christ."

John Michael Talbot’s hermitage burned

http://www.catholic.org/national/national_story.php?id=27781 

By Randy Sly, April 30, 2008
WASHINGTON (Catholic Online) – At midnight last night the Chapel and Common Center of Little Portion Hermitage of the Brothers and Sisters of Charity (www.johnmichaeltalbot.com) burned to the ground. 
Founded by John Michael Talbot in 1980, the covenant community of celibate brothers, celibate sisters, and families is located in Berryville, Arkansas. 
John Michael Talbot tells about the event in his own words in his weblog on April 29th: 
"Last night the sleep of the Brothers and Sisters of Charity, Monastic, was interrupted close to midnight as a raging fire burned our Chapel and Common Center to the ground. Viola and I were the first on the scene as I saw the orange/red glow through our hermitage's back windows. Upon arriving we found there were no hoses capable of stopping the raging flames. I ran up the hill and woke up the community, and we started the almost futile task of spraying down the part of the Common Center that had not yet burned and retrieving anything from inside we could still find. Although I have seen some house fires, I have never seen anything this big. The flames reached high into the sky. The smoke was very dense, as was the heat. Despite this, our people ventured into the smoky building to retrieve whatever they could reach. Some of us suffered from smoke inhalation. I spent a lot of time trying to get people out of the building before it exploded into flames. We finally surrendered to the inevitability that our Chapel and Common building were going to burn to the ground before the fire company could get to us. After 30 to 40 minutes the firemen and women began to arrive, followed soon after by the fire trucks and water trucks. Four fire companies responded and did heroic and valiant work at saving the other buildings from being consumed. We are most grateful for our volunteer fire departments! We lost some most valuable things in the fire. Our community archives were lost and all of the books in our library. The Troubadour stockroom and inventory were lost to the flames. All of the various awards received were melted in the intense heat of the fire. We have some back-ups from computers, but nothing current. It is our hope that most of this is covered by our insurance." 
The community lost their offices, dining room, meeting rooms, archives, library, and storeroom in a blaze that brought firefighters from four different departments to battle the blaze. The firemen were able to keep the fire from spreading to the living quarters of the members. 
In an official statement from John Michael Talbot, he thanked all those who had already offered love, assistance, and encouragement in their re-building. 
"Eventually we will have to rebuild. We will rebuild with stone and earth in a way that is environmentally 'green'. At that point we may ask for donations from our benevolent benefactress. We are humbled and grateful beyond mere words for the outpouring of offers to help with food, housing and other things." 
Little Portion is especially known through the music and ministry of John Michael Talbot, who is probably the most well known Catholic recording artist in recent history with sales of more than four million records worldwide. He has recorded more than forty albums. 
Talbot was an early rock recording artist in the 1970’s who had a powerful conversion experience while performing with his brother, Terry, in the group Mason Proffit. He left the group to seek a deeper relationship with Jesus Christ and became a part of the growing Jesus Movement in America. 
Upon further prayer and discernment he sought full-communion with the Roman Catholic Church.
Talbot shares conversion story with prisoners

http://www.arkansas-catholic.org/article.php?id=1840 
By Patricia May, August 22, 2009

FAYETTEVILLE -- The gray-bearded monk in a floor-length habit would seem, at first glance, to have little in common with the inmates of the Northwest Arkansas Community Correction Center.

But he dropped a few names of friends and acquaintances from his past -- Janis Joplin, Eric Clapton, the Eagles, Earl Scruggs -- and talked quietly about his own religious conversion, and John Michael Talbot clearly struck a chord beyond his acoustic guitar with many of the five dozen women packed into the audience.

Talbot, founder of the Brothers and Sisters of Charity at Little Portion Hermitage near Eureka Springs, performed July 30 for the women of the correction center as part of the regular weekly prison ministry led by Michael Huber with other volunteers from St. Joseph Church in Fayetteville.

Asked how Huber persuaded him to perform at the prison, Talbot responded simply, "He asked."

Huber, a police officer and former Marine, began the ministry a few months ago, and he and his loyal volunteers visit weekly to pray and talk with interested inmates, and to assure them someone outside the prison walls cares. The inmates are women, most of them nonviolent offenders from around the state. A dozen or so attend the weekly prayer sessions, but Talbot's performance drew a much larger crowd.
Sitting at a microphone just inches from the first row, Talbot opened by talking about Little Portion Hermitage, a public association of the faithful where celibate men and wo men, single people and married people live.

Talbot's own story is familiar to many, but he played this night for a new audience. They seemed impressed as he talked about his days as part of the Mason Proffit band, a pioneer in folk rock music that performed with some of the biggest rock stars ever. But the room fell silent as he told of feeling empty and how many of those artists he knew on a first-name basis seemed unhappy.

The room seemed especially struck as he talked of Janis Joplin, whose name evoked a round of "ahs" when Talbot talked of performing and "hanging out" with her. "A sweet lady," he said, but an unhappy woman with a reputation for "sleeping with any guy that was capable."

He didn't mention her early death at age 27 of a heroin overdose, but it seemed unnecessary. Joplin lived and then died in 1970, probably before most of the women at the correction center were even born, yet they clearly knew her story.

Talbot talked about his own search for something beyond the emptiness of celebrity and how he found a home in the Catholic Church.

"Not everyone is called to be Catholic," he said, but "That's where God led me."

"I loved the radical nature of people like Francis [of Assisi] and the other saints. You could get radical and the Church would support you -- if you did it with humility."

His quiet music included a prayer to St. Francis (of Assisi), and within a short time, one young woman was sobbing softly in her seat, her neighbor patting her reassuringly on the back. Prison chaplain Tom Browder handed her a roll of bathroom tissue and several of her neighbors took lengths for themselves to dry tears.

At 8 p.m., a guard came in and whispered to Talbot. "They need a count," he said.

On cue, every resident immediately stood and they started counting off. The official count: 63.

The residents must obey all facility rules, which include keeping their hair above the collar and wearing canary-yellow uniforms -- a perfect reason for audience participation on this evening.

"You guys have got the right outfits on. Would you be my backup choir?" Talbot asked as he sang a piece he called "Mary's song." He explained why Mary is important to Catholics and said Protestants are re-discovering Mary's role as the mother of Jesus as a "symbol of what we all can be."

He continued, "Mary teaches us dare to believe it. Dare to believe it's possible."

When one of the women thanked Talbot for coming, he turned the thanks around. "Bless your heart. Thank you. It's been my privilege."

As a younger man, he took for granted conversions in his audiences, Talbot said. "I'm a music minister. That's what I do."

But, "I don't take it for granted any more. ... I don't take you for granted."

