
The Priesthood Series 

Article 9 – The Fatherhood of the Priest (Part 1) 

 

In the last few articles, I discussed the purpose and meaning of the celibacy of a priest.  (In case 

you missed them, all the articles are available on the homilies page on our website.) 

 

In this article, I want to discuss how the priest, not only despite, but indeed in and through his 

celibacy, truly is a father. 

 

Many non-Catholic Christians bring up the bible verse where Jesus says, “Call no man on earth 

your father” (Matthew 23:9) as a reason why it is wrong for us to call our priests “father”.  

However, as with so many other anti-Catholic issues, this is to take one sentence out of the 

context of the entire rest of the scriptures.  In this verse, Jesus is making a very important point 

that no one can take the place of God the Father.  He is not saying that we cannot use the actual 

word “father”, but that we must use it rightly.  Indeed, if we cannot call anyone father, then it is 

also wrong to call your own biological dad “father”.  Rather, as St. Paul says in Ephesians 3:15, 

“I bow my knees before the Father [i.e. God], from whom every family in heaven and on earth is 

named”, or more literally translated, “of whom all paternity (or fatherhood) is named”. 

 

In other words, St. Paul is pointing out that an earthly father can rightly be called “father”, but 

that this name is really a reflection of the one true Father, who is God our Father.  In fact, St. 

Paul calls himself a father in 1 Corinthians 4:15, “I became your father in Christ Jesus through 

the gospel”.  So scripture itself makes it clear that it is right to call our dads and our spiritual 

leaders “father”, because they are an image of God the Father. 

 

So how is a celibate priest a father?  Here is a great story by Archbishop Sartain of an example of 

spiritual fatherhood: 

 

“Something happened to me at Midway Airport the other day that has happened often since I was 

ordained a priest: walking down the concourse, I was approached by a woman who told me 

about a serious problem she was having in her marriage and asked if I would pray for her and her 

husband.  I told her I would gladly do so, and immediately I sensed gratitude and relief on her 

face.  She had a right to stop me and ask that favor, because as a priest I belong to her.” (The 

Charism of Priestly Celibacy, 125). 

 

This is fatherhood!  Every priest has had that experience, and it is beautiful and powerful.  

Parishioners calling us “Father” is a daily reminder of the relationship I have with them in the 

Lord.  Consider too how we live in a world today when so many families do not have fathers, the 

fatherly role of a priest is particularly important. 

 

Another way to think about this too is with regard to a couple of modern saints: Padre Pio and 

Mother Teresa.  Although they have both been canonized and properly have the title of “Saint”, 

yet both continue to be referred to using their title of “Padre” (Father) and “Mother”.  The very 

identity we continue to give Padre Pio is that of being a spiritual father, so too with Mother 

Teresa being a spiritual mother. 

 



Think also of St. Joseph, the foster-father of Jesus.  He was a celibate man, but he played an 

irreplaceable role in salvation history as the human father of the child Jesus.  Celibacy and 

fatherhood are not opposed to each other, and the Catholic Priest is a witness to that.  Being the 

human father of none, he is able to more fully be the spiritual father to thousands. 

 

To be continued… 


