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When we Catholics talk about mortal sins, we think of certain rather harrowing offenses:  

murder, adultery, rape, etc.  After several years as a pastor, I’m coming to the conviction that 

complaining should be added to the list.  Since lots of people don’t recognize anything seriously 

wrong with complaining, a fair number of religious souls indulge in it w/o compunction.  And 

yet I think complaining is one of those phenomena that are most destructive of Christian life at 

both the individual and corporate level.  Individuals who complain aggravate the misery of their 

condition by making their world’s negative aspects the focus of their concentration.  By venting 

their complaints to others, these same individuals dispirit their companions.  The effects can 

spread through the ecclesial body like an aggressive cancer.  And the effects are no less 

destructive.  For example, I wonder how many children have questioned their faith as a result of 

hearing their parents’ incessant criticisms about the parish, how many non-Catholics have 

formed a prejudicial opinion of Catholicism due to the griping of the Church’s own rank and file.  

And I must confess that some of us priests are among the worst transgressors; because we are so 

personally invested in the Church, we gain a closer familiarity with its all-too-human aspects; 

and our disillusionment can easily leak out and poison parochial life.  Please allow me a 

humorous digression in this regard:  a few years ago a lady at church told me with all 

earnestness:  Father, you know there are politics in the Catholic Church!  This was shortly after I 

had returned from 4 years in Rome, the Washington, D.C., of Catholicism.  I guess the lady 

thought I was a little naïve.     

 

I think complaining acquires its malignant character from its opposition to an essential qualities 

of discipleship, namely, gratitude.  And gratitude is what stands at the heart of the lessons today.  

Naaman, the terrible Syrian warrior, is cured of his leprosy by the God of Israel.  The Samaritan 

leper is healed by Jesus.  Both men are effusive in their gratitude.  So great is their gratitude that 

it impels them to religious conversion.  The pagan general becomes a disciple of the God of 

Israel; the Samaritan falls at the feet of the Jewish rabbi Jesus of Nazareth.   

 

Indeed, the gratitude of these men finds expression in acts of worship:  Naaman takes back soil 

from Israel so that he may continue to worship its God in the heathen land of Syria.  The 

Samaritan’s prostration before Jesus is accompanied by praises of God.  The implication is that 

thankfulness is fundamental to Christian worship.  In fact, the word Eucharist in its origins meant 

thanksgiving.  Our worship is driven not by fear or guilt, not by a desire to appear respectable or 

by force of habit, but by gratitude for the tremendous gift given us by God.  By the death and 

resurrection of his only Son, we have been saved from sin and death and gained access to life 

eternal.  And so within the Eucharistic Prayer itself, the heart of the Mass, the mighty works of 

God are recalled, most especially the Passion of Christ.  In this way we are constantly reminded 

of what the Lord has done for us and are inspired anew to serve him with grateful hearts.   

 

Our worship is meant to give direction and energy to the rest of our existence.  This means that 

the Christian life should be lived in a Eucharistic key, as it were.  That is, a spirit of gratitude 

should animate our hearts and find expression in the way we relate to our parish and to others.  

Conversely, needless complaining should be eliminated.  Now, I know that’s not easy.  I’m as 

prone to cynicism and griping as anyone else.  So I suggest we all make better use of the 



remedies the Lord gives us to become more grateful.  Specifically, I urge everyone to consider 

attending daily Mass during the week.  Of course, everyone is expected to come every Sunday.  

But coming to daily Mass on top of that adds something more.  It allows us to take some quiet 

time to count God’s blessings to ourselves and give thanks.  This spiritual exercise can reorient 

our vision, yank us out of our pity parties, and get us back on track to grateful service of God and 

neighbor.   


