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The essay which follows makes the following points:

1.

10.

11.

In Mt 23:9, Jesus tells his followers ‘call no man your father on earth, for you
have one Father, who is in heaven’.

The tools of Biblical Interpretation rule out the possibility that Jesus meant
‘don’t use the word Father of anyone other than God, ever’. They leave open
the possibilities that he was forbidding ‘father’ as a mode of address for
leaders in the community of disciples, or that he was using hyperbole to make
a general point against the use of honorifics by spiritual leaders.

The position of God as ‘Father’ was precious and unique to Jesus: he taught
his disciples to pray ‘Our Father...” and said ‘whoever does the will of my
Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother’.

The New Testament acknowledges the role of ‘Spiritual Fatherhood’, e.g. by
those who first bring the Gospel Message to a community.

Use of ‘Father’ as a title in the Old Testament is irrelevant, since the question
of whether Christian priests may be called ‘Father’ hinges on the instructions
given by Jesus in Mt 23, and the nature of the priesthood of the New
Covenant.

In the early church, Bishops were seen as representing God-the-Father; priests
in some way represented the college of apostles.

Our contemporary theology understands that priests act ‘in the place of
Christ’, and therefore represent God-the-Father in the same way that Jesus
could say ‘to see me is to have seen the Father’. There is a fatherly aspect to
preaching, the passing on of faith to the next generation. But to identify the
priest with God-the-Father would be to blur the identities of two Persons of the
Blessed Trinity.

The use of ‘pappa’ to address Bishops can be traced back at least as far as the
5t century. Although ‘abba’ was known in monastic communities of that same
period, the use of ‘padre’ for priests in general cannot be attested before the
colonization of the Americas in the 16™ Century.

The New Testament points us towards a general principle of acting as if we
deserve less than we are entitled to in God’s eyes — a humble way of living. It
is entirely consistent with this that Jesus would instruct his priests not to use
the title ‘Father’ even though there would be a fatherly aspect to their ministry.

Arguing that current usage justifies a practice which Jesus warned against, is
reminiscent of the Pharisees failing to honour their parents by giving their
parental dues to the temple as ‘corban’.

The Magisterium has never directly defended the use of the title ‘Father’ for
priests, although the title is used incidentally in VVatican correspondence.
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The use of ‘Father’ as a religious title within the Catholic Church

In the English-speaking world, ‘Father’ has become the usual title of address for
Catholic priests, and in a military context, ‘Padre’ is used of many kinds of Christian
minister. His Holiness the Pope is conventionally referred to as ‘the Holy Father’ and
certain senior bishops in East and West are entitled Patriarchs. Leaders of monasteries
are Abbots and in a francophone context, many priests are Abbé. All of these words
are cognate with ‘father’, in Latin patris, and in Aramaic, abba.

In Matthew’s Gospel, however, Jesus says (Mt 23:9) “You must call no one on earth
your father, since you have only one Father, and he is in heaven.” Therefore, one
common line of attack on Catholics by Evangelical Christians is that, through the
common use of ‘Father’ as a religious title, Catholics sin by disobeying Christ’s
command.

| am writing this essay as a Roman Catholic priest, who believes that Jesus Christ
guides his faithful on earth through the teaching authority of the Catholic hierarchy. Is
it permissible, or not, for disciples of Jesus to use ‘Father’ and its cognates as a mode
of address for clergy? This enquiry examines three relevant questions:

(a) Using the tools and methods of Biblical Interpretation recognised by the Catholic
Church, what is the true meaning of Mt 23:9?

(b) Is it theologically appropriate to call a Catholic priest, ‘Father’?
(c) Recognising that the Magisterium is the authentic interpreter of Scripture and
Tradition, what has the authority of the Catholic Church said implicitly or explicitly

on this subject?

Only in the light of all three areas can a full response be given.



(a) Mt 23:9 according to the tools of Biblical Interpretation

Text
Here is the relevant passage in its context in the Revised Standard Version:

Matthew 23: 1 Then said Jesus to the crowds and to his disciples, 2 ‘The scribes and
the Pharisees sit on Moses' seat; 3 so practice and observe whatever they tell you, but
not what they do; for they preach, but do not practice. 4 They bind heavy burdens,
hard to bear, and lay them on men's shoulders; but they themselves will not move
them with their finger. 5 They do all their deeds to be seen by men; for they make
their phylacteries broad and their fringes long, 6 and they love the place of honor at
feasts and the best seats in the synagogues, 7 and salutations in the market places,
and being called rabbi by men. 8 But you are not to be called rabbi, for you have one
teacher, and you are all brethren. 9 And call no man your father on earth, for you have
one Father, who is in heaven. 10 Neither be called masters, for you have one master,
the Christ. 11 He who is greatest among you shall be your servant; 12 whoever exalts
himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted.

The text picked out in bold is nearly identical to the parallels found at Mark 12:38-40
and Luke 20:45-47.

MARK 12.38 And in his teaching he said, ‘Beware of the scribes, who like to go
about in long robes, and to have salutations in the market places 12.39 and the best
seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at feasts, 12.40 who devour
widows' houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They will receive the greater
condemnation.’

LUKE 20:45 And in the hearing of all the people he said to his disciples, 46 ‘Beware
of the scribes, who like to go about in long robes, and love salutations in the
market places and the best seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at
feasts, 47 who devour widows' houses and for a pretense make long prayers. They
will receive the greater condemnation.’

We therefore have a text which the three synoptic authors all preserve, in which Jesus
warns of the behaviour of scribes who seek honour and status for themselves.

Matthew’s text is fuller, and represents teaching which Matthew wished to preserve
for his Jewish-Christian community, but which Mark and Luke did not choose to
preserve (or, if the theory of Marcan priority is correct, may not have had access to).

Context

It may be useful to consider the broader context of Mt 23:1-12, a passage which
occurs towards the end of Matthew’s narrative of Jesus. Christ had already entered
Jerusalem and cleansed the Temple (Mt 21). The following day he returned to the
Temple (Mt 21: 17, 18, 23). The parables he told (Mt 21:28-22:14) offer these
challenges: ‘Do you recognise that my authority comes from God? Are you ready and
willing to obey God?’




The Pharisees and Herodians failed to trap Jesus with their question on paying Roman
taxes (Mt 22:15-22). The Sadducees were confounded when Jesus affirmed the
resurrection of the dead, but not their this-worldly understanding of it (Mt 22:23-33).

These two rival groups (as Matthew saw it) conspired to ask about the Greatest
Commandment, which Christ answers with the twofold love of God & Neighbour.

Jesus countered by asking whether the expected Christ is greater or lesser than King
David — is the Christ to be Son of David, or Son of God? (This question about David
also precedes the parallel texts already identified in Mark and Luke.)

This brings us to Mt 23:1-12, in which Jesus considers the scribes and Pharisees.
e Their teaching must be followed because they interpret the law of Moses.
e Do not imitate their behavior, especially the way they seek attention and the
trappings of status.

Instructing his ‘disciples and people’ (Mt 23:1), Jesus says:
e Do not allow yourself to be called Rabbi/Master.
e Call no-one on earth your Father — respecting that our one Father is in heaven.
e Do not allow yourself to be called teacher — only the Christ is Teacher.
e Act towards one another as humble servants.

The Gospel continues with woes against the Pharisees (Mt 23:13-26), and Jesus’s

grief over Jerusalem (Mt 23:37-39); then chapter 24 begins the sermon on the signs of
the end times.

Interpretation: Possibilities

The general theme of Matthew’s text is summarised aptly by Mt 23:12, ‘whoever
exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will be exalted’ — the
text is a warning to Christians, and especially to Christian leaders (Mt 23:1, cf. Lk
20:45), against seeking power and status.

Specifically, Christian disciples are told not to be called rabbi/teacher or master, and
not to call anyone Father. The reason given is that there is only one person who is
legitimately called master — the Christ — and only one Father, who is in heaven. The
identity of the one teacher is not explicitly stated, but presumably refers to Jesus
rather than Moses. (Many scholars consider Matthew to be seeking to present Jesus as
the new Moses, e.g. by giving a New Law on a mountain.)

What behaviour does Jesus expect of his disciples, in response to this saying? We can
argue the case for three possible interpretations:



i) Literal

Jesus wishes his followers to use the word ‘Father’ only for God, and
‘teacher/rabbi’ and ‘master’ only for himself — they are not to be used to refer
to a male parent, an educator, or a boss, in any other context whatsoever.

ii) Contextual

Since the context in Matthew and the parallel texts is clearly one of the
honours sought by religious leaders, it could be the case that Jesus is giving a
warning specifically about the kinds of honorific titles which should not be
used among his community of followers, in order to imbue a spirit of humility.

In this case, Christians can call their male parent, ‘father’, their civic
educator, ‘teacher’, and their boss at work, ‘master’; but when they gather for
worship and Christian teaching they are not to use these titles of their religious
leaders.

iii) Hyperbolic

Jesus is not averse to making extreme statements. A camel passing though the
eye of a needle? (Mt 19:24) The hand which causes you to sin, being cut off?
(Mt 5:30) The warning that unless you sell everything you cannot be a
disciple? (Lk 14:25-33)

We might argue, therefore, that Jesus’s intent is simply to draw attention to the
seriousness of his message that Christian leaders must behave with deep
humility, and that he has no interest in proscribing any titles which his
followers might one day use.

Interpretation: In the Light of Scripture

Since we must read Scripture in the context of the whole Bible, what light can be shed
on these possible interpretations by other passages?

It is not our purpose here to conduct an in-depth analysis of the titles ‘rabbi/teacher’
or ‘master’. It is, however, worth noting that disciples are not to allow themselves to
be called by these titles, but themselves are not to call anyone, father. The stricture
against ‘father’ — ‘don’t use it of anyone on earth’ — seems to have a wider scope.

An extreme literal reading might suggest that Jesus meant ‘don’t use the word ‘father’
of anyone except God’. This can be dealt with easily by looking at the rest of the New
Testament. In Matthew’s Gospel alone we find:



Chapter 1 — multiple uses of ‘father’ in the genealogy of Jesus

2:22 — Archaelaus was the father of Herod

4:21-22 — Zebedee was the father of James and John

8:21 — let me go and bury my father

e 10:21 — “a father will betray his child’ says Jesus

e 10:35-37 — will you love your earthly father more than me?, asks Jesus
e 15:4-6 — Jesus explains the commandment to honour your father

e Chapter 19 — three different references to earthly fathers

e 21:29-31 — a parable of a father and two sons

Not only does Matthew use the word ‘father’ of persons other than God, he even gives
examples of Jesus doing so. So we can immediately dismiss the ‘extreme-literal’
interpretation that the word father was not be used of anyone except God.

But there is also a ‘moderate-literal” interpretation: ‘Do not call anyone your father’
could refer to ‘father’ as a title of address. So if I adopt this interpretation, I can say
that ‘Ronald is my father’ but when speaking to Ronald | cannot address him as
‘Father’.

This cannot be the intended meaning, either. The New Testament contains plenty of
uses of the word ‘father’ as a title applied to the ancestors of the Jewish people:
Abraham (Lk 1:73, Rom 4 passim, Ac 7:2), Isaac (Rom 9:10), Jacob (Jn 4:12), David
(Ac 4:25). The title ‘father Abraham’ twice appears on the lips of Jesus (Lk 16, in the
parable of Lazarus and Dives) and to the listeners in Jn 8:56. The parabolic son of Lk
15 addresses his parent by the title, ‘Father’. Even the Biblical critics who doubt that
the Gospels contain the actual words spoken by Jesus would allow that this represents
the usage of early Christians, and the kind of language they would find acceptable
when attributed to the Lord’s own voice.

We can therefore establish beyond reasonable doubt that the Christian culture of the
era when the New Testament was written found it quite acceptable to use ‘father’ both
as a description of blood relationships, and as a title of address for male ancestors.

Possibility (i), the literal prohibition of the use of the word ‘father’, is therefore
completely untenable.

Now we must consider the other extreme of interpretation? Was Jesus being purely
hyperbolic? If so, what is the gist of what He was actually seeking to teach? There is
one point immediately attached to the saying: ‘you have one Father, who is in
heaven’, as well as the general context of disciples not seeking honours.

It is significant that when Jesus says ‘whoever does the will of my Father in heaven is
my brother and sister and mother’ (Mt 12:50, cf. Mk 3:35), the scope of the
relationship open to his followers includes mother, but not father, a position explicitly
attributed to God here. Mark’s parallel version does not refer to God as ‘Father’ in
this context but similarly includes mother without father. (Perhaps the mention of
‘mother’ is only because the context for the saying is that Jesus’ actual mother has
come seeking him.)



At the very least, there are two messages Jesus expects us to take away from Mt 23:
e You are to identify God in heaven as your one and only spiritual ‘Father’.

e You, as disciples, are to avoid seeking honour and status, and the trappings
thereof.

We know that there were times when Jesus as NOT being hyperbolic. In Jn 6, many
abandoned him because of his insistence that followers must eat his own flesh. His
disciples really did leave everything and follow him. In Acts, believers did sell land
and present the whole proceeds (or at least claim to), to the Christian community.

‘Don’t use the word “‘father”” in any context other than God’ would be a teaching so
far-fetched that it would be obviously hyperbolic. But ‘Don’t use “Father” as a title
of religious address among the community of disciples’ is a perfectly reasonable and
possible request for Jesus to make. It is by no means obvious that Jesus is being
hyperbolic in this regard.

Possibility (iii), that Jesus intended to be hyperbolic, cannot be definitively ruled out
but there is no clear reason to make it the preferred interpretation at this stage.

This brings us to the ‘contextual’ case. Was Jesus seeking to prohibit the use of the
term ‘father’ as applied to spiritual relationships among his disciples? Once again we
distinguish two applications: the concept of spiritual fatherhood, and the use of the
term ‘father’ as a title.

There are three instances in the New Testament of fatherhood being applied to a
spiritual relationship other than that with God.

In Jn 8:31-59, Jesus speaks at length to a group of ‘Jews who had believed in him’
and tells them they must follow his teaching to be set free. They protest that they are
children of Abraham. In verse 44, Jesus retorts that ‘you belong to your father, the
devil, and you want to carry out your father's desire.” By the end of the passage, these
Jews are ready to stone Jesus, but he escapes. This passage shows that Jesus uses
‘fatherhood’ as a symbol of spiritual authority and allegiance.

In I Cor 4:15, Paul writes to the Corinthians that ‘I became your father through the
gospel,’ in verse 17 promising to send ‘Timothy, my son’. Also, in I Tim 1:2, the
author, by tradition Paul, addresses Timothy as ‘my true son in the faith’, implying
spiritual fatherhood, though not using the term explicitly.

Saint Paul (and perhaps those who write in his tradition) is willing to use the concept
of ‘spiritual fatherhood’ for passing on the faith to an individual or community. The
Corinthians had ‘many guardians’ but Paul claimed a special relationship with them.
Was this because he had led them to baptism? In | Cor 1, Paul went to great lengths to
remind them that he was not the person who had baptised most of them.

This leaves us with two possibilities:



Spiritual ‘Fatherhood’ is an appropriate concept to apply to someone who is the
principal teacher who brings the message of Christ to a community...

I. ... but the person who does so must not be addressed as ‘teacher’ or ‘father’
because Jesus forbade this,

Il. ... and therefore the New Testament acknowledges the person who does so as
‘father’ and ‘teacher’, and thereby nuances the teaching in Matthew’s Gospel.

Paul never allows or resists the title of ‘father’ as a direct mode of address for himself.
(In the same was he acknowledges that he is a teacher of the faith but without
allowing or resisting ‘teacher’ as a personal title: Rom 2:20, I Tim 2:7, 2 Tim 1:11.)



(b) Theological Analysis

In this section, we move from Biblical studies to theology. Our primary concern is
with establishing what is ‘fatherly’ about the role of a Christian priest.

We will explore this primary concern by using examples from Catholic Apologetics
(quoted in blue) and considering a theological response.

We also have a secondary concern: to the extent that the role of a priest is that of a
spiritual father, can it be forbidden to express that truth in a title?

(b.i) The Fatherhood of the Christian Priest

Blue text from: Call No Man ‘Father’? (Catholic Answers)
http://www.catholic.com/library/Call No Man Father.asp

In the Bible the concept of fatherhood is not restricted to just our earthly fathers and
God. It is used to refer to people other than biological or legal fathers, and is used as
a sign of respect to those with whom we have a special relationship.

For example, Joseph tells his brothers of a special fatherly relationship God had given
him with the king of Egypt: ‘So it was not you who sent me here, but God; and he has
made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his house and ruler over all the land of
Egypt’ (Gen. 45:8).

Job indicates he played a fatherly role with the less fortunate: ‘| was a father to the
poor, and | searched out the cause of him whom | did not know’ (Job 29:16). And
God himself declares that he will give a fatherly role to Eliakim, the steward of the
house of David: ‘In that day | will call my servant Eliakim, the son of Hilkiah ... and |
will clothe him with [a] robe, and will bind [a] girdle on him, and will commit . . .
authority to his hand; and he shall be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and to
the house of Judah’ (Is. 22:20-21).

This type of fatherhood not only applies to those who are wise counselors (like
Joseph) or benefactors (like Job) or both (like Eliakim), it also applies to those who
have a fatherly spiritual relationship with one. For example, Elisha cries, ‘My father,
my father!” to Elijah as the latter is carried up to heaven in a whirlwind (2 Kgs. 2:12).
Later, Elisha himself is called a father by the king of Israel (2 Kgs. 6:21).

A Change with the New Testament?
Some Fundamentalists argue that this usage changed with the New Testament—that
while it may have been permissible to call certain men ‘father’ in the Old Testament,

since the time of Chri st it’s no |

In the Biblical analysis in part (a), we have only considered the New Testament. The
question we must resolve is that of what Jesus meant to teach his disciples in Mt 23:9.

onger
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Examples from the Old Testament are of little value in illustrating this. Jesus is
clearly PERMITTED to change Old Testament teaching, as he does with divorce (Mt
19:1-12) and with several sayings during the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5:21-48).

This argument fails for several reasons.

First, as we'’ ve ‘cdl@cenmn fathterhdeo e smpreotat appl v t
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in Acts 7:2, where Stephen refers to ‘our father Abraham,’ or in Romans 9:10, where
Paul speaks of ‘our father Isaac.’

Agreed — as stated above, Possibility (i), the literal prohibition of the use of the word
‘father’, is therefore completely untenable.

Second, there are numerous examples in the New Testament of the term ‘father’
being used as a form of address and reference, even for men who are not
biologically related to the speaker. There are, in fact, so many uses of ‘father’ in the
New Testament, that the Fundamentalist interpretation of Matthew 23 (and the
objection to Catholics calling priests ‘father’) must be wrong, as we shall see.

On the contrary, there are few New Testament examples of ‘father’ being used as a
form of address, though plenty of its use as an indirect reference. It is clear that
‘father’ was a form of address for the Jewish ancestors, among Christians. We have
already examined, above, an exhaustive list of New Testament instances where
‘father’ is used as a form of address in a spiritual rather than biological context.

Third, a careful examination of the
intend for his words here to be understood literally. The whole passage reads, ‘But

you are not to be called *rabbi,”’ for

And call no man your father on earth, for you have one Father, who is in heaven.

Neither be called ‘ mast er s’ (Matt.238¥10).y 0 u

The first problem is that although Jesus seems to prohibit the use of the term
‘teacher,’ in Matthew 28:19-20, Christ himself appointed certain men to be teachers
in his Church: ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all nations . . . teaching them to
observe all that | have commanded you.’ Paul speaks of his commission as a teacher:
‘For this | was appointed a preacher and apostle . . . a teacher of the Gentiles in faith
and truth’ (1 Tim. 2:7); ‘For this gospel | was appointed a preacher and apostle and
teacher’ (2 Tim. 1:11). He also reminds us that the Church has an office of teacher:
‘God has appointed in the church first apostles, second prophets, third teachers’ (1
Cor. 12:28); and ‘his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some
evangelists, some pastors and teachers’ (Eph. 4:11). There is no doubt that Paul was

not violating Chr i st ' s teaching in Matthew 23

‘teachers.’

This does not establish New Testament usage of ‘Teacher’ as a title and form of direct
address — only that the concept of ‘teacher’ could be used freely in speech.

you

have
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Fundamentalists themselves slip up on this point by calling all sorts of people
‘doctor,’ for example, medical doctors, as well as professors and scientists who have
Ph.D. degrees (i.e., doctorates). What they fail to realize is that ‘doctor’ is simply the
Latin word for ‘teacher.” Even ‘Mister’ and ‘Mistress’ (‘Mrs.’) are forms of the word
‘master,’ also mentioned by Jesus. So if his words in Matthew 23 were meant to be
taken literally, Fundamentalists would be just as guilty for using the word ‘teacher’
and ‘doctor’ and ‘mister’ as Catholics for saying ‘father.” But clearly, that would be a
mi sunderstanding of Christ’”s words.

If Jesus is giving a specific teaching about modes of address within the Christian
community, it does not prohibit you calling your family medic ‘doctor’ and your
schoolroom instructor, ‘teacher’ — but it would mean that you must not address a
catechist or Sunday School teacher by the title, ‘teacher’.

So What Did Jesus Mean?

Jesus criticized Jewish leaders who love ‘the place of honor at feasts and the best
seats in the synagogues, and salutations in the market places, and being called
“rabbi *(Mdbty23:6/k)n. Hi s admonition here
proud hearts and their grasping after marks of status and prestige.

He was using hyperbole (exaggeration to make a point) to show the scribes and
Pharisees how sinful and proud they were for not looking humbly to God as the
source of all authority and fatherhood and teaching, and instead setting themselves
up as the ultimate authorities, father figures, and teachers.

Christ used hyperbole often, for example when he declared, ‘If your right eye causes
you to sin, pluck it out and throw it away; it is better that you lose one of your
members than that your whole body be thrown into hell’ (Matt. 5:29, cf. 18:9; Mark
9:47). Christ certainly did not intend this to be applied literally, for otherwise all
Christians would be blind amputees! (cf. 1 John 1:8; 1 Tim. 1:15). We are all subject
to ‘the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life’ (1 John 2:16).

Since Jesus is demonstrably using hyperbole when he says not to call anyone our
father—else we would not be able to refer to our earthly fathers as such—we must
read his words carefully and with sensitivity to the presence of hyperbole if we wish
to understand what he is saying.

Jesus is not forbidding us to call men ‘fathers’ who actually are such—either literally
or spiritually. (See below on the apostolic example of spiritual fatherhood.) To refer
to such people as fathers is only to acknowledge the truth, and Jesus is not against
that. He is warning people against inaccurately attributing fatherhood—or a
particular kind or degree of fatherhood—to those who do not have it.

It IS clear, as set out above, that Jesus cannot be seeking to ban the use of ‘father’ as a
biological title. It is not at all clear that he is being hyperbolic concerning its use as a
spiritual title.



As the apostolic example shows, some individuals genuinely do have a spiritual
fatherhood, meaning that they can be referred to as spiritual fathers. What must not
be done is to confuse their form of spiritual paternity with that of God. Ultimately,
God is our supreme protector, provider, and instructor. Correspondingly, it is wrong
to view any individual other than God as having these roles.

Throughout the world, some people have been tempted to look upon religious

|l eaders who are mere mortals as if t hey
spiritual instruction, nourishment, and protection. The tendency to turn mere men

into ‘gurus’ is worldwide.

This was also a temptation in the Jewish world of Jesus’ day, when famous

leaders, especially those who founded important schools, such as Hillel and
Shammai, were highly exalted by their disciples. It is this elevation of an individual
man—the formation of a ‘cult of personality’ around him—of which Jesus is speaking
when he warns against attributing to someone an undue role as master, father, or
teacher.

Surely this is a reason why Jesus WOULD want his followers to avoid titles of honour
in a spiritual context?

He is not forbidding the perfunctory use of honorifics nor forbidding us to recognize
that the person does have a role as a spiritual father and teacher. The example of his
own apostles shows us that.

We can allow that Jesus is not against the use of honorific titles in secular society —
but this still leaves the possibility that he was giving a specific instruction for his
followers, requiring that we do not give the title ‘father’ to a person acting as a
spiritual father.

The Apostles Show the Way

The New Testament is filled with examples of and references to spiritual father-son
and father-child relationships. Many people are not aware just how common these
are, so it is worth quoting some of them here. Paul regularly referred to Timothy as
his child: ‘Therefore | sent to you Timothy, my beloved and faithful child in the Lord,
to remind you of my ways in Christ’ (1 Cor. 4:17); ‘To Timothy, my true child in the
faith: grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Lord’ (1 Tim.
1:2); ‘To Timothy, my beloved child: Grace, mercy, and peace from God the Father
and Christ Jesus our Lord’ (2 Tim. 1:2).

He also referred to Timothy as his son: ‘This charge | commit to you, Timothy, my
son, in accordance with the prophetic utterances which pointed to you, that inspired
by them you may wage the good warfare’ (1 Tim 1:18); ‘You then, my son, be strong

in the grace that is in Christ Jesus’ (2 Tim. 2:1); ‘B u t Ti mot hy's worth

as a son with a father he has served with me in the gospel’ (Phil. 2:22).
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Paul also referred to other of his converts in this way: ‘To Titus, my true child in a

common faith: grace and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our Savior’

(Titus 1:4); ‘I appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father | have become in

my imprisonment’ ( Phi | e m. 10) . None of these men w
sons. Rather, Paul is emphasizing his spiritual fatherhood with them.

There seems little doubt that Paul is a spiritual father. But that doesn’t prove that
Jesus wants him to be addressed as ‘Father Paul’, when Jesus was so disdainful of
titles.

Spiritual Fatherhood

Perhaps the most pointed New Testament reference to the theology of the spiritual
fatherhood of pr i é dotnst writeghis B anaké yousashanedat e ment |
but to admonish you as my beloved children. For though you have countless guides

in Christ, you do not have many fathers. For | became your father in Christ Jesus

through the gospel’ (1 Cor. 4:14-15).

Peter followed the same custom, referring to Mark as his son: ‘She who is at
Babylon, who is likewise chosen, sends you greetings; and so does my son Mark’ (1
Pet. 5:13). The apostles sometimes referred to entire churches under their care as
their children. Paul writes, ‘Here for the third time | am ready to come to you. And |
will not be a burden, for | seek not what is yours but you; for children ought not to
lay up for their parents, but parents for their children’ (2 Cor. 12:14); and, ‘My little
children, with whom | am again in travail until Christ be formed in you!’ (Gal. 4:19).

John said, ‘My little children, | am writing this to you so that you may not sin; but if
any one does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous’ (1
John 2:1); ‘No greater joy can | have than this, to hear that my children follow the
truth’ (3 John 4). In fact, John also addresses men in his congregations as ‘fathers’ (1
John 2:13-14).

By referring to these people as their spiritual sons and spiritual children, Peter, Paul,
and John imply their own roles as spiritual fathers. Since the Bible frequently speaks
of this spiritual fatherhood, we Catholics acknowledge it and follow the custom of
the apostles by calling priests ‘father.” Failure to acknowledge this is a failure to
recognize and honor a great gift God has bestowed on the Church: the spiritual
fatherhood of the priesthood.

Catholics know that as members of a pari sh
spiritual care, thus they have great filial affection for priests and call them ‘father.’
Priests, in turn, follow the apostl es’ bi b

their flock as ‘my son’ or ‘my child’ (cf. Gal. 4:19; 1 Tim. 1:18; 2 Tim. 2:1; Philem. 10;
1 Pet. 5:13; 1 John 2:1; 3 John 4).



All of these passages were written under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and they
express the infallibly recorded truth that
fathers. Jesus is not against acknowledging that. It is he who gave these men their

role as spiritual fathers, and it is his Holy Spirit who recorded this role for us in the

pages of Scripture. To acknowledge spiritual fatherhood is to acknowledge the truth,

and no amount of anti-Catholic grumbling will change that fact.

So despite the good work of Catholic Answers, we are still left with two possibilities:

Spiritual ‘Fatherhood’ is an appropriate concept to apply to someone who is the
principal teacher who brings the message of Christ to a community...

L. ... but the person who does so must not be addressed as ‘teacher’ or ‘father’
because Jesus forbade this.

I1. ... and therefore the New Testament acknowledges the person who does so as
‘father’ and ‘teacher’, and thereby nuances the teaching in Matthew’s Gospel.

The Fatherhood of the Priest: From the Booklet, St. Joseph, Fatima and Fatherhood
by Msgr. Joseph Cirrincione with Thomas Nelson. TAN BOOKS AND PUBLISHERS

The role of the priest in relation to Christ is strikingly analogous to the role of St.
Joseph in relation to God the Father. Just as the Eternal Father willed to share His
Fatherhood with St. Joseph-----such that they were ‘Co-Fathers,’ as it were-----so
Jesus willed to share His Fatherhood with the priest, who becomes ‘Co-Father’ with
Him of the Baptized.

The pairing Jesus-Priest works well as an analogy to Father (God)-Joseph. But surely
Jesus is not Father, but Eldest Brother, to the baptised?

Now it becomes obvious why we call our priests ‘Father,” for the priest is an alter
Christus, ‘another Christ,” through whom Christ works. And as Christ is our Father in
the faith, we call His official representative ‘Father’ as well, in order to acknowledge
the profound truth of Christ's spiritual fatherhood of us all who believe in Him and
are Baptized.

‘Christ is our Father in the faith’? Where does this statement come from? Perhaps by
the same logic as Paul could call himself father in faith to the Corinthians, Jesus is the
uber-father of all Christian faith. But would Jesus himself have wanted to be
addressed or identified as Father, when he came to point his listeners to His Father?

This is the only satisfying answer to the Protestants' objection quoted from
Scripture, ‘Call no man on earth your father . . .” In effect, we are not calling the
Catholic priest ‘Father,” by reason of his person, but by reason of his office; in effect,
when we call the priest ‘Father,” we are actually calling Christ ‘Father,” Whose
instrument and representative the priest really is.



If this is the ONLY satisfying answer then Mgr Cirrincione is clearly not convinced
that the Gospel is hyperbolic. These represent two distinct routes to a solution: ‘Jesus
didn’t mean that you couldn’t use father as a title’ vs. ‘the priest is representative of
the Only One who is legitimately called Father’.

We find this concept used by St. Paul in First Corinthians [3:9], where he refers to
himself and to Apollo as ‘God's co-workers,” with the Father and ‘co-fathers’ with the
Son, as he reminds the Corinthians in the next chapter, ‘For if you have ten thousand
instructors in Christ, yet not many fathers. For in Christ Jesus, by the Gospel, | have
begotten you.’ [4:15] Thus, just as Jesus could say, ‘The Father and | are one,’ so he
can say, ‘the priest and | are one,’ because it is His priesthood that they share.

And whatever the priest in his role as priest, he does in Christ's name. As in the case
of St. Joseph, it is in the priest's role or office, not in his person, that his authority
resides . .. in the Eucharist, when the priest prays the words of Consecration: ‘this is
My Body,” ‘Thisis ... My Blood . ..’ the union between Christ and the priest reaches
its most intimate moment. Only Divine power can effect the awesome change of
bread and wine into the Boy and Blood of Jesus Christ. Yet the priest, by the
authority and power conferred on him by Christ Himself, does effect this
tremendous change of the substance of bread and wine into the Body and Blood,
Soul and Divinity of Jesus Christ, even when he does so unworthily [that is, when the
priest may unfortunately not be in the state of grace when he says Mass]. Thus,
since, in the Consecration of the Mass, the death of Christ, the source of our
supernatural life, is made present on the altar by the words of the priest, he the
priest, stands revealed as Christ, in Christ's role as our spiritual Father, present
among us today.

That the priest makes present Christ is a core part of the Church’s understanding of
the sacraments. But the text above hinges on the acceptance that Christ Himself is our
Spiritual Father? There may be a technical sense in which this is true, but as argued
above, it would surely not have been a mode of speaking favoured by Christ.

Like St. Joseph, the priest enjoys a very special authority, one conferred on him by
the Will of God. But also, like St. Joseph, his role as father burdens him with duties
and responsibilities. St. Joseph taught the young Jesus to pray, introduced Him to the
Psalms, led Him to the habitual practice of communion with God, even while at
work. The priest too has the duty to pray, not just in his own name, but in the name
of the Church, when he recites the Divine Office . . . and flowing from his life of
prayer and interior union with Christ comes the power to convert souls in Christ . . .
Prayer and ministry of the Word! This was the life of Christ, whose Fatherhood
priests share ----- the fatherhood of Him who, at the beginning of His life on earth
was hailed by Simeon in the temple, 'A light to the revelation of the Gentiles’ and
who, before ascending into Heaven, instructed His disciples thus: ‘All Power is given
to Me in Heaven and in earth. Going therefore, teach ye all nations; baptizing them
in the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, teaching them to
observe all things whatsoever | have commanded you: and behold | am with you all
days, even to the consummation of the world.” [Matt. 28:18-20]. Christ and the
priests ... one now and forever!



This applies just as naturally, perhaps even better, to the priest as Eldest Brother,
standing in prayer before our Heavenly Father.

The role of a priest...

Stepping back from the articles above, let us consider the theological appropriateness
of bestowing a priest with the title, ‘Father’.

It is not clear that the distinct roles of priest and bishop were extant in the first
generation of the church (see e.g. Raymond Brown, Priest and Bishop, 1999.) The
language of the New Testament gives us apostles, overseers/superintendents
(episkopoi, hence bishops) and elders (presbuteros). None of these are referred to as
priests; the letter to the Hebrews identifies Jesus alone as the Great High Priest.

By the year 110, the threefold ordained ministry was well-defined enough for Ignatius
of Antioch to be able to write to the Magnesians (6:1) of: ‘the bishop presiding in the
place of God and with the presbyters in the place of the council of the apostles, and
with the deacons, who are most dear to me, entrusted with the business of Jesus
Christ.” To the Trallians (3:1-2) he wrote: ‘let everyone respect the deacons as they
would respect Jesus Christ, and just as they respect the bishop as a type of the Father,
and the presbyters as the council of God and college of the apostles’.

For Ignatius, therefore, the bishop stood in place of the Father and the deacons of
Jesus (who came not to be served but to serve), with the presbyters representing not
an element of the Trinity, but the Apostles.

There is a certain logic in recognising the bishop, as the singular leader of the church
in a particular territory, as representing God-the-Father through his headship and
ultimate earthly authority. It seems easy to argue on such grounds that the bishop has
the role of a spiritual father.

After Constantine, presbyters presiding at the Eucharist in larger dioceses became
much more common, though the symbolism of uniting around one bishop was diluted,
leading to customs such as the fermentum.

In celebrating Mass, our theology, after 20 centuries of doctrinal development, holds
that a priest stands in the place of Christ the Son, offering the body and blood of
Christ to the Father. Any idea that he is being spiritual father to the congregation is
surely secondary to the sacramental truth that he stands before the Father in the
persona of the Son.

In administering Baptism, a priest is instrumental in a child being born again and
becoming an adopted son in God’s family. It echoes Paul’s words in I Cor 4 about
‘becoming your father in Christ’. But the analogy breaks down for several reasons:

e Paul was the preacher, not (for most of the Corinthians) their baptiser.
e ANY person can baptise in case of need — even if the baptiser is not baptised
and therefore not a sharer in the baptismal priesthood.



e A deacon, who is not a priest, is an Ordinary Minister of baptism.
e In baptism, God becomes Father and the Church becomes mother. The priest’s
natural role is that of the midwife!

On the other hand, Jesus taught that ‘“To see me is to have seen the father.” (Jn 14:6-
11) If the priest stands for Jesus, then like Jesus, he makes the face of the Father
visible.

In hearing confessions the priest mirrors the role of the forgiving father of the lost
son, and pronounces the forgiveness of God ‘the Father of mercies’. As confessor, the
priest arguably stands in for the Father, as Jesus did in his earthly ministry.

In his role as a preacher — which the Second Vatican Council (Presbyterorum Ordinis
4) calls the first duty of a priest — the priest indeed hands on God’s teaching which, as
a handing on from one generation to the next, is more naturally imaged by a father-
son relationship than that of an elder brother to a younger sibling.

The same Council document, in paragraph 9, states: ... priests of the New Testament,
in virtue of the sacrament of Orders, exercise the most outstanding and necessary
office of father and teacher among and for the People of God. ... The Christian faithful
... should follow them as their pastors and fathers.’

All of the above, taken with the example of St Paul in | Cor 4, leads us to conclude
that there is a fatherly aspect of priesthood, particularly but not exclusively in priests’
capacity as preachers of the Gospel. Yet deacons are permitted to preach, without
being entitled Father, at least in the West. (Orthodox custom, according to
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The Reverend, is indeed to call deacons, ‘Father’.)

(b.ii) A Historical Survey

When did the use of ‘Father’ and its cognates arise in the church?

The desert monks, present in Egypt from the fourth century onwards, began to call
their respected teachers Abba and Amma. (From intro by Benedicta Ward:
http://www.coptic.net/articles/ParadiseOfDesertFathers.txt)

Taylor Marshall writes:
(http://cantuar.blogspot.com/2008/11/historical-development-of-calling.html)

In the early Church, clerics did not generally bear standard titles. It seems that
‘pappa’ (Greek for ‘daddy’) was an accepted form of address for bishops in general.
In the West, ‘pappa’ or the Latinized form ‘papa’ became almost exclusively
associated with the Bishop of Rome since the time of Leo the Great (A.D. 440-461).
A notable exception is the Coptic Patriarch of Alexandria who bears the title ‘Papa’ or
‘Pope’.

In the late medieval era, clergy bore titles of respectability. Eamon Duffy's Stripping
of the Altars notes that in England, prior to the Reformation, priests were simply ‘Sir’


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Reverend
http://www.coptic.net/articles/ParadiseOfDesertFathers.txt
http://cantuar.blogspot.com/2008/11/historical-development-of-calling.html

which is the English version of the Latin ‘senior’ meaning ‘older’. One also finds
‘Dom’ or ‘Don’ as a title of address from the Latin ‘Dominus’ or ‘Master’ (especially
in Italy). Benedictine monks on the continent retain the title of ‘Dom’.

Prior to the 1800s, priests belonging to religious orders were almost universally
‘Father, Pere, Padre, etc. The Benedictines however retained ‘Dom.’

In the New World, Spanish speakers frequently referred to priests as ‘Padre’ since the
establishment of Catholicism in Latin America was laid by Franciscan, Dominican,
and Jesuit missionaries, all who would have been religious ‘Padres.’

In England, secular Catholic priests (priests not belonging to an order) were simply
addressed as ‘Sir’, ‘Mister’, or ‘Doctor’ (if he possessed a doctorate). This was the
case for both Anglican and Catholic clergy. It seems that the title ‘Father’ emerged as
a universal English title of address among Catholics with the reestablishment of the
Catholic hierarchy in England so that Catholic priests would be distinguished from
Anglican priests.

From the 15" century, Bosnia was under Turkish rule: Franciscan priests remained
there, in hiding, and were addressed by the Catholics as ujaci (uncle).
(http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13725a.htm)

The title Abbé became widespread in France after a 16™ Century concordat.
(http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Catholic_Encyclopedia_%281913%29/Abb%C3%A9)

Historian of Religion David L. Holmes writes:
(http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=1916)

American Protestants regularly called their clergy ‘Father’ 200 and 300 years ago, and
some continued to do so a century ago. ... The title ‘Father’ was used in four ways in
addressing clergy (see my article, ‘Fathers and Brethren,” Church History [September
1968], pp. 298-318). In early America ‘Father’ was a title of respect for elderly men.
Although, for example, ‘Mister’ (the designation of a gentleman and a college
graduate) was the normal title for Puritan clergy in colonial New England,
Congregationalists. Baptists, Methodists and German Reformed commonly addressed
older ministers as ‘Father’ well into the 19th century.

Few in Protestant churches of earlier generations would have seen a theological
problem in addressing spiritual fathers, founders or missionary pioneers as ‘Father.’
[in ways the author has just described].

In a class by itself is ‘Reverend.” The most common designation for contemporary
Protestant clergy, it also seems the most objectionable. To be sure, ‘Reverend’ is
gender-free. But it possesses neither a biblical nor a patristic lineage. ... The title was
not used for Christian clergy until the 15th century. And above all, calling only the
minister ‘Reverend’’ seems to contradict Protestant teachings about priesthood and
vocation.

One title may stand out from the others: ‘Pastor.” ‘Pastor’ is at once biblical,
historical, gender-free, reflective of a deeply caring relationship, and consistent with


http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/13725a.htm
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Catholic_Encyclopedia_%281913%29/Abb%C3%A9
http://www.religion-online.org/showarticle.asp?title=1916

Reformation teachings about priesthood and vocation. It is also the most ecumenical
of all possible titles, being used by Christian clergy from storefront preachers to the

pope.

(b.iii) Titles and Truth

Much of the above is now corroborated by:
http://www.ewtn.com/library/ ANSWERS/WHYFATHR.HTM

We have now established:

e The role of being a priest is one of being a ‘spiritual father’.

e Inthe Second Century AD, Bishops were identified as reflecting God the
Father (at least by Ignatius and those who preserved his letters), and were
early on called ‘Papa’.

e There is no evidence for a primitive custom of using ‘Father’ as an
ecclesiastical title for non-Bishops before the 4" Century Desert Fathers.

e There is no easily accessible evidence for ‘father’ as a title for priests prior to
the work of mendicant friars (13" Century).

We return, therefore, to our two viable positions:

Spiritual ‘Fatherhood’ is an appropriate concept to apply to someone who is the
principal teacher who brings the message of Christ to a community...

I. ... but the person who does so must not be addressed as ‘teacher’ or ‘father’
because Jesus forbade this.

I1. ... and therefore the New Testament acknowledges the person who does so as
‘father’ and ‘teacher’, and thereby nuances the teaching in Matthew’s Gospel.

This brings us to the objection to position I from the integrity of language.
A spiritual director wrote to his directee (private correspondance):

Radically & in an absolute sense (ULTIMATE TRUTH) there is only One Father and any
attachment to a lesser icon/idol must be radically adjusted in the light of this truth.
However without the images/icons of fatherhood the fatherhood of God would be
without meaning.

The message is clear in the words of Christ with regard to the title 'Father' - first of
all the danger in using titles, and maybe this is something that the Church needs to
'rediscover'? Secondly the need on behalf of those called 'Father' to remember who
the real 'Father' is just as at Mass they need to remember who the real 'Priest’ is!

You are a priest and a father and should therefore be addressed as such - it's a
nonsense to be something but to refuse to be called it! - while all the while bearing
in mind whose priesthood you portray and which Father you represent.


http://www.ewtn.com/library/ANSWERS/WHYFATHR.HTM

‘It's a nonsense to be something but to refuse to be called it!”’

Or is it? Could it be the case that God could truly forbid us from calling a thing by the
word which corresponds to its nature?

There is, in fact, a precedent for this.

Philippians 2:3 states: ‘Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in
humility consider others better than yourselves.’

This is one statement of the Christian ethos which can be found throughout the New
Testament, the ethos of acting humbly and as servants to one another. But it is not St
Paul’s intention to assert that, as a person or as a Christian, you are inferior to any
other. Indeed, the intention is that EVERY member of the community should apply
this maxim. All in the Christian community have equal dignity as Christians (Gal
3:28). But each member is to act as if they are the lowest ranked, just as Christ
suggested that a wedding guest should take the place of least honour and wait to be
called higher (Lk 14:8).

Surely, then, it would be entirely consistent for Christ to say: “You who are spiritual
fathers to your community, do not seek status or titles. Act as if you are of no greater
worth than the sheep of your flock. As a sign to your people, refuse titles of dignity —
but lead your flock with all the seriousness and dedication that those titles would

imply.’

Solution I, therefore, is very much in the spirit of the general message of Jesus.

Solution 11, on the other hand, requires us to assert that even though Jesus said that
we shouldn’t do a certain thing, we can do so because it is appropriate. Defence of
what has become the traditional Catholic usage, requires us to assert that a religious
leader may be called Father insofar as he represents the true authority of God the
Father.

But this is very reminiscent of the case where the Pharisees fail to honour their
parents by declaring the gift due to them Corban (Mark 7:6-13). Jesus says to them:
“You have let go of the commands of God and are holding on to the traditions of
men... Thus you nullify the word of God by your tradition that you have handed
down.’

The Pharisees avoided the command to honour their parents, by dedicating what was
due to their parents, to God. If Jesus condemns that, then how would he view the idea
of avoiding the command to call God alone Father, by emphasising the image of
God’s fatherhood present in the spiritual fatherhood exercised by priests?



(c) Use of the Title by the Magisterium

Not all acts of the Magisterium are of equal weight for teaching purposes. It is
interesting to note cases where Magisterial documents use the title, ‘Father’, but that
does not constitute an authoritative teaching about ecclesiastical titles in itself.

The Rite of Ordination addresses the ordaining bishop as ‘Most Reverend Father’
http://www.scribd.com/doc/15443209/Comparison-of-Old-and-New-Catholic-Rites-
of-Ordination-to-the-Priesthood (both pre and post Vatican Il rites do this).

To the best of my ability to research what is available in English, there do not seem
to be any Magisterial declarations on the appropriate titles of clergy, though the
Vatican website does use ‘Father’ as the title of various priests.


http://www.scribd.com/doc/15443209/Comparison-of-Old-and-New-Catholic-Rites-of-Ordination-to-the-Priesthood
http://www.scribd.com/doc/15443209/Comparison-of-Old-and-New-Catholic-Rites-of-Ordination-to-the-Priesthood

Conclusions

In the New American Bible (approved by the US Bishops) footnote 6 to Mt 23:8-12
reads as follows:

These verses, warning against the use of various titles, are addressed to the
disciples alone. While only the title ‘Rabbi’ has been said to be used in
addressing the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 23:7), the implication is that
Father and ‘Master' also were. The prohibition of these titles to the disciples
suggests that their use was present in Matthew's church. The Matthean Jesus
forbids not only the titles but the spirit of superiority and pride that is shown
by their acceptance....

The Fatherhood of Bishops is possibly a metaphor of apostolic vintage, and the use of
‘Papa’ for bishops is quite old. There is enough doubt not to seek to overturn the
ancient use of Pope, Patriarch and ‘Council Father’.

‘Father’ as a title for priests is of relatively late use in the church, and is not an
Apostolic Tradition.

The teaching in Mt 23:9 was clearly addressed to DISCIPLES and future LEADERS.
The leaders are not commanded to disown the title ‘Father’ in the way they must
disown ‘teacher’ and ‘master’, but they must not use it of others.

Any attempt to argue for the appropriateness of the use of ‘Father’ as a title for priests
would seem to contradict a direct command of the Lord.

What does this mean for myself, personally, as a priest and holder of a PhD?
* If anyone addresses me as ‘teacher’ or ‘master’ I must ask them not to do so.

* Since ‘doctor’ 1s simply a form of ‘teacher’, I must resist use of that title in contexts
where | am acting as a teacher of the faith.

* T am not explicitly required to correct others who call me ‘father’ — | may receive
this humbly — but I must avoid using ‘father’ or any of its cognates in addressing

others, except for those of episcopal rank.

* | must do nothing to encourage others to call me ‘Father’.



Afterthoughts

Some other ecclesiastical titles are not cognate with ‘father’. Many have their origins
in nobility or diplomacy. Your Grace, Your Eminence, Your Holiness, Your
Excellency — all go against the general teaching of Jesus on titles and honorifics, but
do not fall foul of the explicit comment on being called Father.

‘My Lord’ for bishops (and its cognate, the Aramaic Mar), together with the honorific
Monsignor, is particularly worrying, since ‘Lord’ in other circumstances denotes God.
Again, this seems a title best avoided by Christian leaders.

Franciscan leaders have traditionally avoided the language of ‘father’ or ‘superior’,
rather using the nomenclature of being a ‘servant’ or ‘guardian’.

Where a title is required, not to honour clergy but to give their people a simple way of
addressing them, there is one term which offends no Biblical principle and implies a
task rather than an honour. The solution identified by David Holmes seems
appropriate. If | need to be called anything, perhaps the American Catholic Church
has the right trend on this — the use of ‘Pastor’.



