
Grumbling Against God 
 

Week II, Friday: Gospel, Mark 3: 13 – 19 

 

In today’s Gospel, Jesus’ ministry is just beginning, and already His enemies are grumbling 

against Him.  Perhaps this was the first time His friends grumbled against Him as well.  From 

His disciples Jesus chooses The Twelve, leaving the rest “un-chosen.”  One does not need an 

especially profound insight into human nature to know how some probably reacted to not being 

singled out for this privilege.   

      

Of course, Jesus knew what it was to be grumbled against long before this.  Grumbling against 

God is as old as the Israelites in the desert, and it is as new as ourselves.  Things don’t go our 

way, bad weather ruins our plans, life deals us a hard knock, a red-light lasts entirely too long, 

and our complaints not only go straight to God, but are often directed against Him as well.  

While taking God’s Name in vain is sometimes just an instinctive reaction (this does not excuse 

it – it is a horrible habit and must be stopped by those who have allowed it to take root), it is 

oftentimes our way of letting God know we are somehow holding Him responsible for whatever 

inconvenience or annoyance we have just endured. 

      

One of the saints on today’s calendar is St. Nathalan, and his story gives us a lot to think about in 

this regard.  He died a bishop in 678, but before that he was a farmer.  Once during the harvest 

season he hired a number of laborers to assist him.  As they were gathering the crops, a terrible 

tempest of rain and fierce winds came, forcing the workers to abandon the harvest.  In his anger 

Nathalan murmured a little against God.  Once the storm passed, he felt deep contrition for 

having offended God.  To impose a penance on himself for this solitary moment of grumbling 

against God, he chained his right hand to his leg and threw the key into the river.  He vowed that 

he would never unlock it until he made a penitential pilgrimage to the tombs of Sts. Peter and 

Paul (he lived in what became Scotland).   

      

Once in Rome, he visited the most important shrines, deeply lamenting his sin.  While walking 

the streets, he came upon a little boy dressed in tatters, carrying a little fish for sale.  He bought 

the fish and, upon preparing it, found in its stomach the same key he had thrown into the river 

with no trace of rust.  He knew this was God’s sign of forgiveness and unlocked the chain.  If 

this story sounds a little too fishy to be believed, the Pope wondered as well when news of it 

reached him.  He had the pilgrim brought into his presence, had the story verified, and was so 

impressed with his holiness that he ordained Nathalan a bishop despite his reluctance.   

      

That all-too-common, instinctive reaction of muttering under our breath or in our hearts against 

God when something goes wrong is as unacceptable as it is ungrateful.  When we see what this 

saint did to atone for one such instance, perhaps we can admit that we have had enough similar 

offenses ourselves, and perhaps the offense is not as small as we would like to think.   

      

Imagine if Jesus Himself heard our confession.  Can we really imagine Him saying, “I absolve 

you from your sins…” and then wryly adding, “again.”  Or, during the course of our act of 

contrition hearing Him mutter, as we resolved to sin no more, “right, or at least not for the next 

five minutes,” in the most sardonic tone He could muster?  For all the reasons we have given 

Jesus to grumble against us, He never would.  It is beneath His dignity and incompatible with 

His great love for us.  As unthinkable as Jesus grumbling against us is, how truly repugnant it is 

for anyone to dare to grumble against Him.  If, unfortunately, this is a habit you have acquired, 



resolve to offer a prayer of praise and gratitude every time you let a little grumble slip out, and 

soon the tide will turn.  If this doesn’t do the trick, try chaining your hand to your leg and making 

a pilgrimage to Rome; it’s been proven effective.  


