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We can be shocked when we hear Jesus’ instruction to the Twelve that anyone who prefers 

father or mother to Jesus is not worthy of him, or anyone who prefers son or daughter to Jesus 

is not worthy of him. It goes against all our instincts about the place of the family in human 

society. If we want to understand what Jesus is talking about, we need to remember that the 

gospel we heard today is part of a larger section where he instructs the Twelve. He is teaching 

them how to live as his followers. He has already taken them some way along the journey of 

following him, and here he focuses on how they will become his witnesses in the world. When 

St Matthew wrote the gospel, the Christian community was already facing opposition. So, 

Matthew reminds them of Jesus’ words about both the cost and the joy of following Jesus. 

The thing we must not do in trying to understand the words about preferring Jesus to mother 

or father, is to hear them as words that say your family is not important or that you shouldn’t 

care about them. Jesus is using a technique here of taking a situation that everyone knows well 

and that they value probably above all else and using it to speak about the significance of the 

relationship we have with him. It is as though he is saying to them, think of how important the 

relationship between parents and children is. It is in those relationships that people learn to love 

and that they learn to be generous and self-giving. It is in those relationships that people learn 

to care for others and to receive care from others. You might remember the horror our society 

felt a few weeks ago when a newborn baby was left on a doorstep of a stranger’s house, and no 

one knew who the mother was. People were worried about the welfare of the child. Everyone 

recognised how basic is the relationship between parents and children. 

Jesus uses this fundamental relationship, one that they all know, to help them understand what 

being one of his followers is about. Without diminishing basic human relationships, he is saying 

to the Twelve that the relationship they have with Jesus is even more significant than the ones 

that they all know and experience. He is telling them – and us – that being one of his followers 

is something that will shape all our other relationships. It won’t take us away from our other 

relationships but will give those relationships a quality that they would not otherwise have. 

We will come to understand what he means when we listen to the next part of his teaching. 

This is where he says that to be worthy of him means taking up your cross and following him. 

This does not sound like something we would instinctively do. You would only do this if you 



truly loved someone. It is what a parent does for their child. If the child is in danger, the parent 

will do anything and everything to keep the child safe. Jesus’ love takes him to the cross and 

to his death. 

He gives us a saying that points to the paradox of his own life and of the Christian life. “Anyone 

who finds his life will lose it, and anyone who loses his life for my sake will find it”. St Paul 

tells us that when Jesus died, God raised him from the dead. St Paul also tells us that when we 

were baptised, in a symbolic way we died with Christ and were raised to new life. It is as though 

our final destiny is already having an effect in our lives. So, to be one of his followers, to be a 

disciple, is to live the new life the Jesus gives. 

This can sound daunting, as though it can only be lived by those who have superhuman courage. 

But that is not the way that Jesus presents it. He goes on to give some examples of how we 

might live this new as a disciple. It is as simple as giving a cup of cold water to someone who 

is thirsty. This is not hard to do, and it is a sign that we place the needs of someone else, even 

a stranger, before our own. Later in the gospel, Jesus will tell his followers that whatever they 

did to the least of the people, they were in fact doing it to Jesus. Following Jesus is about a way 

of life that places the needs of others before ourselves. 

There is one final thing that Jesus adds, and it is about welcoming a prophet or a holy man. The 

prophets were the ones who spoke God’s word boldly and often upset people – sometimes to 

the point of being put to death. When Jesus says to welcome a prophet or holy man, he is 

prompting us to be alert, with eyes wide open to the very practical ways in which we can give 

of ourselves for others.  

Today’s gospel prompts us to get beyond the theory of how to live as disciples and followers 

of Jesus and to live it in the concrete situations we are faced with each day. This is how we will 

become true missionaries. 


