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The Virtue of Gratitude 

I. Definition 

A. Gratitude is the virtue by which a person gives thanks and shows his appreciation 

for benefits that he receives from others. By gratitude you acknowledge that the 

other has done a good for you (including a good that was owed in justice and 

could be demanded of the other as a matter of right). 

B. It is part of the virtue of justice. 

1. It is a form of rendering to others their due. 

2. In a way, you are giving back to the person for what they have given you. 

There is a kind of settling of accounts. If you did not give thanks, it would 

be as if you still owed something. 

II. Importance of thankfulness 

A. Simply as a matter of justice, we should a give to others what they have coming to 

them; in the case of benefactors, that is thanks. 

B. Social interactions are much easier when people show gratitude. All relationships 

go better when people express their thanks to one another. 

C. In a larger sense, gratitude is important because it makes a person recognize that 

the goods he receives are in fact gifts. 

1. This starts with one’s own life. 

2. It is also true of talents, parents, siblings, upbringing, and education. All 

these are things we receive gratuitously. No one is making us pay for 

them. We did not earn them. They were given to us. 

3. It is very healthy for a person to see that he has received and is still 

receiving many, many goods as gifts. Think of all the goods that come 

through the Church, such as the sacraments. Think of all the services that 

family members render to one another freely. A person with a good sense 

of gratitude will avoid the false sense of entitlement that takes goods for 

granted and also leads to bitterness and unhappiness whenever the goods 

are not given. A person who habitually gives thanks, will be better able to 

put into perspective lacks of things when they come (“The Lord gives and 

the Lords takes away, blessed be the name of the Lord,” as Job said). 

III. How gratitude is manifested 

A. Generally it is manifested by explicitly giving thanks when we receive gifts or 

good things. 

1. It starts with giving thanks to God (Eucharist means thanksgiving). 

2. It should characterize all our dealings with others, from important people 

to lower level people. Family, colleagues, service people, etc. The person 

with the virtue of gratitude will thank anyone who helps him, no matter 
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what the relationship (think of Thomas More giving the tip to the 

executioner just before he chopped off his head). 

B. Some more specific areas where a child can learn and form habits 

1. Thanking God for all the goods received 

a. Mass, saying night-prayers that include thanksgiving for all 

received that day, grace at before and after meals. 

b. Special visits to a church or even little pilgrimages to give thanks 

for special events or benefits received.  

2. Thanking those who give them gifts 

a. Saying thanks whenever they are given anything. 

b. Writing thank-you notes (to Grandma for Xmas gifts, etc.). 

3. Thanking people (host, organizers, patrons, etc.) at the end of an event; not 

leaving without doing so. 

4. Thanking people at table as part of good manners (e.g., whenever someone 

passes you something). This needs to start at home and cannot just be 

something you do when you have company over or you are out 

somewhere. 

5.  Thanking salespersons, guides, parking attendants, etc. and even strangers 

for any help they may give (e.g., receiving directions). 

IV. Special role of example here 

A. Children learn this from their parents; especially how you thank others (e.g. see 

parents thank someone at the end of an event or a party). 

B. See parents accept lack of something with good cheer, do not have the sense of 

entitlement (vs. complaining and criticizing someone because they did not 

provide the good thing you think you should have). 

C. See parents deal graciously with service people, even when the service may not be 

optimal. 


