
Remind me Again…Why do we call our priests ‘Father’?  Didn’t Jesus tell us not to? 

Maybe you were reading or listening to the Gospel of Matthew, and you came across this line in chapter 

23, verse 9: “Call no one on earth your father; you have but one Father in heaven.” 

You read that and your internal alarm starts going off – wee ooh wee ooh! 

Uh oh!  Jesus Christ said I can’t call any man “father” – I guess that goes for my biological father, DAD, I 

mean dad – I can’t use the word father anymore, and I can’t call priests “father”, so I guess I’ll just call 

them Reverend, or pastor, or Parochial Vicar John.  That sounds great!  Also in this chapter Jesus says call 

no one “master” and no one “teacher”.  It seems He’s just deleting words from our vocabulary left and 

right, but wait a minute.  Let’s slow down and widen our scope a bit.   

First, let’s zoom out and take a look at the context of this entire chapter in Matthew.  Jesus is talking about 

scribes and pharisees, and He really starts tearing into them.  He calls them hypocrites 6 times.  And 5 

times He says they are blind.  He calls them fools.  He calls them vipers.  He calls them serpents.  He says 

they are full of evildoing.  Wow!  So much for nice and gentle Jesus, right?  In this chapter, He is righteously 

angry.  Anger is not always a sin.  We should get righteously angry when we witness injustice and evil.   

That is a good thing.  That just means our conscience is still working.  St. Paul in Ephesians 4:26 says, “Be 

angry but do not sin.”  So it’s possible to be angry and not sin.  So Jesus is pretty riled up here because the 

scribes and Pharisees are so proud and arrogant.  They are leading people not to God, but to themselves.   

Have you ever been real emotional and passionate and then overstated something?  Exaggerated 

intentionally to make a point?  That is what Jesus is doing here.  He is using hyperbole.  It’s reminiscent of 

those other times Jesus uses the same tactic like when He says we should pluck out our eyeballs if they 

cause us to sin.  Or when He says, in this same Gospel of Matthew, that if we want to be His disciples, we 

must hate our mothers and fathers – hate our mothers and fathers--wait, did Jesus just use the word 

“father”?  Why yes He did.  Uh oh.  But I thought we weren’t supposed to use the word “father”!  Hmm 

something fishy is going on here so we need to dig deeper.   

As you see, Jesus Himself uses the word “father”, and not just to talk about biological dads, but even 

when speaking of spiritual leaders, like our current-day priests are to us.  In Luke 16:24, Jesus refers to 

Abraham as ‘Father Abraham’.  St. James in James chapter 2 and St. Paul in Romans chapter 4 and St. 

Stephen in Acts 7 all do the same thing – they refer to Abraham as father.  This isn’t about being an 

ancestor – it’s about being a spiritual leader.  And that’s not all.  In I John 2, St. John speaks to spiritual 

leaders as fathers.  St. Paul even goes so far as to refer to himself as ‘father’ in 1 Corinthians 4:  It’s worth 

quoting here: 

I am writing you this not to shame you, but to admonish you as my beloved children.  Even if you 
should have countless guides to Christ, yet you do not have many fathers, for I became your father 
in Christ Jesus through the gospel. 

Right there – St. Paul is calling himself father as a spiritual leader, just like our priests are for us today.  If 
we’re supposed to take Jesus literally when He says call no man father, then we have a bunch of 
contradictions on our hands – St. James, St. Stephen, St. John, St. Paul, Jesus Himself, and the 4th 
Commandment of honor your father and mother.  But if we read Jesus’ words as hyperbolic in the context 
of calling out the prideful scribes and Pharisees, then it all makes sense.  Our Lord goes on to contrast the 
hypocritical example of the Pharisees with the humility we should all strive for when He says in the same 



chapter, “The greatest among you must be your servant. Whoever exalts himself will be humbled; but 
whoever humbles himself will be exalted.” 

The summary is this – When Jesus says, “Call no one on earth your father”, He was speaking hyperbolically 
in the context of calling out the scribes and Pharisees for making themselves the ultimate spiritual 
authority.  Instead of participating in God’s fatherhood, they were claiming it for themselves. 

The accusation that Catholics shouldn’t call their priests father is intended to be a slam and a trap.  But 

now you know better because you know the context.  Every time you come across something that sounds 

un-Catholic in the Bible, search for the larger context because the context is always Catholic.   

Certainly we should read the bible, but it’s important to read it in the tradition of the Church which is it’s 

collector, disseminator, and interpreter.  Otherwise, it’s easy to get hung up on a few verses here or there.  

Keep listening for future episodes of Remind Me Again that will untangle more of these knots.   


