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Abstract

Of all the metaphors used in the bible to explain the relationship between God
and his people Israel, there is none which is more compassionate, loving and
trust-worthy than the shepherd-sheep metaphor. It is very rich both for the

agrarian and theologian. The shepherd-sheep metaphor brings to limelight an
intimate relationship which poses and imposes itself with an existential
alacrity, not just in the lives of the ancient Israel as recorded in the scriptures
but in the lives of all pastors of souls. To concretely relate this idea of
intimacy to the shepherds and flock of this age, Pope Francis takes up a new
metaphor which reads “shepherds with the smell of the sheep” to speak to the
evangelizing community of today. This article therefore, exposes Pope

Francis' metaphor in its novelty as it picks up again the traditional and
biblical metaphors for the shepherd-sheep relationship to remind the pastoral
agents of this age of the need to ever build the relationship of love and care
between the shepherds and the sheep and most importantly, an intimate
relationship between all and God.
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1.0 Introduction

In the epilogue of John's gospel, one reads about the three-fold profession of
Peter's love to Christ. In each of his responses, Christ mandated him with a
pastoral task to feed his lambs, tend his sheep and feed his sheep respectively
(cf. Jn. 21:15-17). With this injunction of Christ, the Good Shepherd, the
pastoral ministry of the Church became more urgent than ever. Since then,
such a task for pastoral care has been of great importance in the life and

1Rev. Fr. PlacidusOnwubikois a priest of the Catholic Diocese of Ahiara, Nigeria. He is the current Vice Rector of St.
Mulumba Spiritual Year Seminary, Mbaise.



ministry of the Church. Putting a finger, therefore, to lighten the burden of
each other (cf. Gal. 6:2) is a duty that has fallen on every member of Christ's
“Sheepfold”2, to use a traditional metaphor, but more specificallyit is a
responsibility, says William Oglesby, that is entrusted “to the minister as the
“shepherd of the flock”3.Hence, any “minister of Christ”4 who takes up this
responsibility faithfully will be fulfilling that pastoral love professed by
Peter, which was first expressed by Christ, “the good shepherd and the prince
of the shepherds (cf. Jn. 10:11; 1 Pt. 5:4), who gave his life for the sheep (cf.
Jn.10:11-15)".5

In the contemporary world, the Church still echoes the need to fulfill her
pastoral mandate through her magisterial teachings, papal encyclicals,
ecclesial documents, conferences, seminars, etc., and through many other
media, both print and electronic, that promote the pastoral ministry of the
Church. The modern minister, like any other person in the world today, is
“affected by the tempo of life”6. With the many demands of modern trends,
the minister of Christ may find it difficult to unify his interior life with the
numerous external activities he wishes to attend and acquire which may be
academic, economic, social, etc. Sometimes unifying these activities with
their pastoral duties may seem unrealizable. There may be that tendency of
clerical narcissism in which the priest thinks only of himself and attend to
matters concerning him without putting God and his people at the center of
his concerns.

In his benign watchfulness and interest as a shepherd of souls and pastor of
the Universal Church, Pope Francis in a homily during the Chrism Mass in
St. Peter's Basilica, on March 28, 2013, called on the world's priests to bring

2The Church as sheepfold is one of the images of the Church noted in Lumen Gentium (n. 6), one of the documents
of the Second Vatican Council, the Dogmatic Constitution on the Church.

3William B. Oglesby Jr. Biblical Themes for Pastoral Care, Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980, 14.
4 Minister of Christ here includes all those who through the Sacrament of Ordination are configured to the image of
Christ, the Good Shepherd. They include; the bishop, priests and deacons.

5The Sixteen Documents of Vatican Il. Lumen Gentium: Dogmatic Constitution on the Church. (hereafter LG),
Marianne Lorraine Trouve, FSP (ed), Boston: Pauline Books & Media, 1999, n. 6, p. 126.

6Godfrey Mary Paul Okoye (C.S.Sp). The Glories of the Priesthood, London: Catholic Truth Society, 1974, 39.



the healing power of God's grace to everyone in need. In warning them
against the attitude of clericalism, careerism, superiority complex and
worldliness, he stresses the importance to stay close to the marginalized and
to be “shepherds living with the smell of the sheep”7. An analysis of the
Pontiff's metaphor hereby, becomes the framework of this article, thereby
employing biblical excerpts for shepherding with an aim to re-examine its
implication for pastoral ministry today and present it as a model for pastoral
solicitude.

2.0 Pastoral Imagery inthe Bible

2.10ld Testament

From the beginning, with the divine injunction to increase and multiply and
have dominion over the earth (cf. Gen. 1:28), humanity has already been
bequeathed with the role of leadership and stewardship. The Old Testament is
indeed replete with stories of God's relationship with his people, Israel. This
relationship can be viewed from two periods; the period of theocracy and that
of monarchy.8 The former can be envisaged as the period when God through
the intermediary of some charismatic leaders like; Moses, Aaron, Joshua and
the Judges, led his people and the latter as when the Israelites, under the
leadership of Samuel (both prophet and judge) demanded a king to reign over
them, with the raison d'étre that they want “to be like other nations” (1 Sam.
8:5). In this dispensation, Saul became their king (cf. 1 Sam. 10:1)9.

One thing which became peculiar with Saul and the subsequent leaders of
Israel is that they did not lead the people of Israel excellently like God. To
portray a good leadership style, the Old Testament subtly paints the metaphor
of leadership in the manner of a shepherd. That is why, says Beatrix Kahlasi,
when there is a paucity of this leadership skill, “Israel is likened to sheep

1The Catholic Telegraph’s report on the homily of Pope Francis during the Holy Thursday Chrism Mass in St. Peter’s
Basilica at the Vatican on March 28, 2013, accessed on 27th February, 2024.

8Augustine Ukwuoma. Leadership in the Church: A Leadership Course for the Laity, Enugu: lyke Memo Production,
2020, 79.

9Augustine Ukwuoma. Leadership in the Church: A Leadership Course for the Laity, 79.



without a shepherd. Like a good shepherd, the shepherd functions of a leader
include gathering the dispersed, righteously ruling his subjects, and caring
for the weak”10. Many shepherds were mentioned in the bible with Abel as the
first (cf. Gen. 4:2). Principal characters and patriarchs of the Old Testament
like Abraham (cf. Gen. 12:16), Jacob (cf. Gen. 29:10ff), Joseph (cf. Gen.
37:2), Moses (cf. Ex. 3:1) and King David (cf. 1 Sam. 17:34) were all
shepherds. In illustrating one who is a good leader and shepherd of Israel, the
Old Testament utilizes rich imagery of shepherd vocabulary in reference to
God.

To picture God as a wonderful shepherd, the prophet Isaiah says “He will
feed his flock like a shepherd; he will gather the lambs in his arms, and carry
them in his bosom, and gently lead the mother sheep”(Is. 40:11). Another
paradigmatic metaphor is found in Psalm 23 which reads: “The lord is my
shepherd; there is nothing I shall want. In green pastures he makes me lie; to
still waters he leads me; he restores my soul” (Ps. 23:1-2). Psalm 23 portrays
God as fulfilling the requirements of a shepherd which is evident in the
psalmist's response: “I lack nothing” (Ps. 23:1).

Consequently, a good shepherd indeed is one who knows the needs of his
sheep and fulfills them. The sheep normally experience external threats and
need protection and care from their shepherd (cf. 2 Kings 2:25). A vigilant
one with his rod protects his sheep and with his staff reassures the flock of his
solicitude (cf. Ps. 23:4)11. It is not to be contended that Israel's political
history was not devoid of false leaders or shepherds who in one way
exploited the sheep and their positions for self-aggrandizement. In
reassuring Israel of that pastoral care they hoped for, the prophet Ezekiel
proclaims of the Lord: “I myself will search for my sheep, and will seek them
out. As shepherds seek out their flocks when they are among their scattered
sheep, so | will seek out my sheep. I will rescue them from all the places to
which they have been scattered on a day of clouds and thick darkness” (Ez.
34:11-12).

10Beatrix Thomasia Pias Kahlasi. Jesus as the Good Shepherd in John's Gospel: A Final Dissertation, Arnold T.
Monera (ed) Lisboa: Catholic University of Portugal, 2015, 7.
11Beatrix ThomasiaPiasKahlasi. Jesus as the Good Shepherd in John's Gospel: A Final Dissertation, 9.



2.2 New Testament

The evangelists in their writings used the traditional shepherd metaphor and
allegory also to depict a lot of themes like; compassion, mission, repentance,
eschatological judgment, etc.The evangelist Matthew portrayed Jesus as a
compassionate savior who did not just attend to the spiritual needs of the
people but also their physical needs. Christ healed them of all their infirmities
and provided something also for them to eat (cf. Mt. 14:13-21). To depict
Christ as a compassionate savior, he employed the shepherd metaphor thus:
“At the sight of the crowds, his heart was moved with pity for them because
they were troubled and abandoned, like sheep without a shepherd” (Mt. 9:36;
MK. 6:34). When he sent them out on mission and making them aware of their
vulnerabilities, Christ noted that they are sent “like sheep among the wolves”
(Mt. 10:16). In the eschatological judgment, Matthew uses the image of the
shepherd and the flock. Here the process of judgment is likened to the
separation of the sheep from the goats (cf. Mt.25:3ff). In foretelling Peter's
denial, Mark illustrates Christ using the shepherd metaphor to show how the
faith of his disciples will be shaken thus: “T will strike the shepherd and the
sheep will be dispersed” (Mk. 14:27).

In using a unique parable to demonstrate the joy of regaining one repentant
sinner, Luke uses the shepherd imagery in his parable of the lost sheep (cf.
Lk. 15:1-7). The Johannine gospel in its tenth chapter, tells of Jesus' teaching
about himself as the Good Shepherd (cf. Jn. 10:1-18) and one who is willing
to sacrifice his life for his sheep (cf. Jn. 10:15). To challenge Peter to prove his
love after his betrayal, Jesus entrusted his flock to Peter after his triple-fold
admission of his love (cf. Jn. 21:15-17).

Flipping through the letters of Paul and Peter respectively and the Acts of the
Apostles, one notices the exhortations of the aforementioned apostles to
different individuals, groups and Churches to perform their pastoral duties
with diligence, especially, the ministers of Christ. In Acts 20, Paul exhorts the



elders of Ephesus to “keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of
which the Holy has made you overseers, to shepherd the Church of God that
he obtained with the blood of his own Son” (Acts. 20:28). In his Catholic
letter and as the shepherd of Christ's universal flock, Peter charges the elders
at the churches in present day Asia Minor to “shepherd the flock of God
among you, not under compulsion, but voluntarily, according to the will of
God; not for sordid gain, but with eagerness; nor yet as lording it over those
allotted to your charge, but proving to be examples to the flock™ (1 Pt. 5:2-3).

3.0A Cursory Look on Pope Francis' Pastoral Metaphor

Confiding in personal stories from his own ministry, Pope Francis has always
longed for pastors “with the smell of the sheep”. This metaphor somehow
underlines his intention for the solicitude of Christ's flock. It is so paramount
for him that he has expressed and taught pastoral care with such metaphor in
different occasions.

Firstly, the metaphor was employed by him in a homily during the Holy
Thursday Chrism Mass in St. Peter's Basilica at the Vatican in March 28,
2013, a fortnight after his election. Surrounded by more than 1,600 priests,
bishops and cardinals as reported by the Catholic Telegraph, Pope Francis led
them in a renewal in their priestly vows. He focused his homily on the
meaning of being “the anointed ones” through ordination, underlying Holy
Thursday as the day Jesus shared his priesthood with his apostles. Being
anointed with the precious sacramental oil, the Pontiff exhorted the ordained
ministers to anoint God's people “with the oil of gladness”12so that the people
of God will come to the knowledge of God's love, care and mercy. He called
on them to bring the divine grace to everyone in need, especially, to the
marginalized and urged them to be “shepherds with the smell of the sheep”13
so that people can sense that the minister is concerned about them and not

12The Catholic Telegraph's report on the homily of Pope Francis during the Holy Thursday Chrism Mass in St. Peter's
Basilica at the Vatican on March 28, 2013, accessed on 27" February, 2024.

13The Catholic Telegraph's report on the homily of Pope Francis during the Holy Thursday Chrism Mass in St.
Peter's Basilica at the Vatican on March 28, 2013, accessed on 27" February, 2024.



driven by any form of narcissism.

Again, in the midst of 19 priests of the national Church of French in the
Italian capital, Pope Francis reminded these French clergy men that the
studies they are undertaking in the various Roman universities prepare them
for future tasks as pastors and to enable them appreciate the joy in
proclaiming the gospel message. He said they should not apply theories
without a consideration of the environment and the people entrusted to their
care. He wished they would be “shepherds with the smell of the sheep”,
thereby recalling once more the analogy he used in the aforementioned
homily and said date. In summary, he urged them to strip themselves of pre-
constituted ideas and dreams of greatness and self-assertion but rather put
God and the people at the center of their daily concerns14.

Finally, in his encyclical letter Evangelii Gaudium, Pope Francis puts a
clarion call, not just to ministers of Christ, but to all Christians saying: “An
evangelizing community gets involved by word and deed in people's daily
lives; it bridges differences, it is willing to abase itself if necessary, and it
embraces human life, touching the suffering flesh of Christ in others.
Evangelizers thus take on the “smell of the sheep” and the sheep are willing
to hear their voice”15.

4.0 “Shepherds with The Smell of The Sheep”: A Model for Pastoral
Solicitude

In a bid to address the Pharisees who were literally the shepherds of the
people and to point out the pastoral responsibilities which they have
neglected, Jesus presented the qualities and responsibilities of the Good
Shepherd in the gospel of John (cf. Jn. 10:1-18). He describes himself as the
Good Shepherd (cf. Jn. 10:11). Barclay in his commentary on The Gospel of
John noted that there are two words for “good” in Greek16, which are; ayofoc

14Robin Gomes report on Pope Francis' Meeting with the Community of Church of St. Louis of the French in
Rome, accessed on February 29, 2024.

15Pope Francis. Evangelii Gaudium: On the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today's World. Vatican: Vatican Press,
2013, n. 24, p. 22.

16William Barclay. The Gospel of John, vol. 2. Bangalore: Theological Publications, 72.



(agathos)17 and kolog (kalos)18. He noted that Christ used the latter to depict
himself because in koidg, “there is more than efficiency and more than
fidelity; there is loveliness”19. He further illustrated this goodness with an
allegory of some people in a village or town and a good doctor. Sometimes
these inhabitants do not think of the doctor's efficiency and his skill as a
physician rather the very thought of his sympathy, kindness and
graciousness, gives them a personality to remember with relish. The
consequence is an establishment of friendship with the good doctor20.

The beautiful qualities expressed by Christ pictures him as the Good
Shepherd, not in his efficiency per se but in his loveliness. These qualities are
remarkable, first and foremost, in the way he knows his sheep as he says, “I
know my sheep and my sheep know me” (cf. Jn. 10:14). To have known his
great multitude of sheep without aid is something honorable and fitting
beyond what any shepherd can do. It is usually a difficult task for a shepherd
to know a great multitude of sheep.YuryGaudard in establishing the
relationship between a shepherd and his sheep declared that “one man can
usually handle from fifty to one hundred sheep, but when he has more than
one hundred, he usually seeks a helper’”21.Little wonder in the parable of the
lost sheep, the bible noted that the shepherd has a hundred sheep (cf.
Lk.15:4). Such a number is what one can know but Christ knows all his sheep
to the extent that he calls each by name and leads them out (cf. Jn. 10:3). This
lovely acknowledgement between the Good Shepherd and his sheep
consequently establishes a wonderful union and intimate relationship
between them. So intimate is the friendship that the sheep follow him
wherever he leads them (cf. Jn. 10:4). They cannot follow any strange voice

17Agathos is one of the Greek words for “good” which simply describes the moral quality of a thing.

18Kalos is another Greek word which is used for “good”. It means that in the goodness of a thing, there is a
certain charm which makes it lovely.

19William Barclay. The Gospel of John, vol. 2., 72.

20William Barclay. The Gospel of John, vol. 2., 72.

AYuryGaudard. “The Relationship between a Sheep and its Shepherd in Israel, Appointing to the Lord as The
Supreme Shepherd”. February 24, 2014. Wikipedia search on “The relationship between the Shepherd and the
Sheep”, accessed on March 1, 2024.



that calls them because they are so connected to the Good Shepherd that they
can recognize his voice (cf. Jn. 10:4). For the love of his sheep, he lays down
his life for them (cf. Jn. 10:11). His goodness is manifested in the way he
fulfills all the requirements of the sheep to the extent that the psalmist in
Psalm 23 begins to express this loveliness thus: “The Lord is my Shepherd,; |
lack nothing” (Ps. 23:1).

As the Pastor of the Universal Church, Pope Francis urges all ministers and
members of Christ's Sheepfold to, once more, recommit themselves in
carrying out their pastoral duties diligently and lovely in this modern time,
like Christ who is the Good Shepherd. In teaching how one can effectively
participate in the pastoral ministry today, Pope Francis exhorts all ministers
and pastoral agents of Christ's Church to be “shepherds with the smell of the
sheep”. One should bear in mind that the motif of smell is intimacy because
one needs to be near something or someone to smell the thing or the person.
This metaphor, therefore, in its novelty picks up again the traditional and
biblical metaphors for the shepherd-sheep relationship to remind the pastoral
agents in this age, of the need to ever build the relationship of love and care
between the shepherds and the sheep and most importantly, an intimate
relationship between all and God. For these to be realized, there is an utmost
need to “smell like the sheep”.

First and foremost, in the Chrism mass of 2013 when he first employed the
metaphor “shepherds with the smell of the sheep”, Pope Francis in his homily
reminded the priests, the bishops and the cardinals present that they have
been anointed through ordination to be there for “the poor, prisoners, the sick,
for those who are sorrowing and alone”22. He remarked that the precious
sacramental oil “is not intended just to make us fragrant, much less to be kept
ina jar, for then it would become rancid and the heart bitter’’23. Through the

22The Catholic Telegraph's report on the homily of Pope Francis during the Holy Thursday Chrism Mass in St.
Peter's Basilica at the Vatican on March 28, 2013, accessed on 27" February, 2024.
23The Catholic Telegraph's report on the homily of Pope Francis during the Holy Thursday Chrism Mass in St.
Peter's Basilica at the Vatican on March 28, 2013, accessed on 27" February, 2024.



sacrament of holy orders, the candidates are configured to the image of
Christ, the Good Shepherd. They are to imitate Christ's pastoral qualities
because they are exemplary. That is why the candidates for ordination are
addressed thus: “Always remember the example of the Good Shepherd who
came to serve rather than be served, to seek out and save what had gone
astray”24. Ministers of Christ should carry out this duty in union and
harmony. They should see their ministry primarily as a vocation and not as a
profession25.

Shepherds today should not smell themselves alone by placing their concerns at
the centerof their ministry thereby keeping themselves away fromthe flock that
it becomes difficult, if not impossible, for the sheep to smell them. Pope
Francis admonishes them thus: “Strip yourselves of your pre-constituted
ideas, your dreams of greatness, your self-assertion, in order to put God and
the people at the center of your daily concerns”26. Some ministers make
themselves inaccessible by placing unnecessary laws and guidelines based
on their motives. For instance, they abide by those self-made laws to the
extent that when a sick call arises, they are bent on keeping those laws
without turning to the person or persons in need of their service. Some
ministers yet dream of other professions like being a doctor, lawyer, engineer
or any other lucrative profession, being so engrossed with its pursuit,
thatthey may forget that they have been primarily called to be pastors and
shepherds of souls. Some see their academic pursuits as a way of developing
an intimidating biography when in fact a biography of a pastor is a lovely
profile. To such a mentality, Pope Francis says, “The studies you undertake in
the various Roman universities prepare you for your future tasks as pastors
and enable you to better appreciate the reality in which you are called to
proclaim the Gospel of joy27”.

240rdination of Priests, New Rite, quoted in Godfrey Mary Paul Okoye (C.S.Sp). The Glories of the Priesthood,
24.

250rdination of Priests, New Rite, quoted in Godfrey Mary Paul Okoye (C.S.Sp). The Glories of the Priesthood,
24.

26Robin Gomes report on Pope Francis' Meeting with the Community of Church of St. Louis of the French in
Rome, accessed on February 29, 2024.

21Robin Gomes report on Pope Francis' Meeting with the Community of Church of St. Louis of the French in
Rome, accessed on February 29, 2024.



The shepherd should in fact smell the joys and challenges of the flock
entrusted to him. Whenever they are happy, the pastor should smell such joy
and participate in it and be there at their joyful ceremonies to laugh with
them28. In their sorrow too, he should be with them to comfort them. It is quite
unfortunate that some people picture pastoral ministry as service to the rich
alone due to the attitude of some ministers to the poor. For instance, some
pastors tend to celebrate with care, the funeral of rich dead people due to
financial benefits. In Pope Francis' words, the pastors should be “capable of
living, of laughing and crying with your people, in a word, of communicating
with them”. This is to make the pastor know (smell) his sheep and in return,
his sheep can perceive him (through his voice) and follow him and he will
lead them gladly to their God, the Good Shepherd.

It is true that the skin of the sheep is used for wool and other clothing
materials, but the pastor should be careful in not excessively exploiting the
sheep entrusted to him. He should be near to them to know their needs. They
need both spiritual and physical satisfaction. The pastor says Pope
Francis“anoints his people with the oil of gladness by preaching the gospel
with unction”29. He feeds his sheep through the Word and tends to their needs
through the sacraments. When the pastor smells their needs and provides
them, they would naturally smell him too and flock around him. In response
to this exhortation, Anderson remarked: “Flocks naturally gather around
food, protection, affection, touch and voice. Biblical shepherds are those who
live among the sheep; serve the sheep; feed, water and protect the sheep;
touch and talk to the sheep — even lay down their lives for the sheep. Biblical
shepherds smell like the sheep”30.

5.0 Conclusion
In his book, The Glories of the Priesthood, Godfrey Okoye cursorily captures

28Robin Gomes report on Pope Francis' Meeting with the Community of Church of St. Louis of the French in
Rome, accessed on February 29, 2024.
29The Catholic Telegraph’s report on the homily of Pope Francis during the Holy Thursday Chrism Mass in St.

Peter’s Basilica at the Vatican on March 28, 2013, accessed on 27th February, 2024.
30Lynn Anderson. They Smell like Sheep. Howard Publishers, 2002, 24.



the problems of a modern priest today when he writes: “there are so many obligations to
fulfill. There is great diversity of problems. There are numerous duties of office. Many
priests are anxiously seeking for a way to unify their interior lives with their programme of
external activities”31. These problems may have been attached to the priests but it is
evident that these problems also are applicable to the bishops, priests, deacons and all
pastoral agents. In a bid to attend to all personal needs, the pastoral needs may suffer.

For one to be a good shepherd, one has to guide, provide food and water, assure security
of the sheep, gather the lost sheep and nurture them. The intimacy between the shepherd
and the sheep goes beyond recognition but being in relationship with Christ, who is the
Good Shepherd and whose work, all ministers and members of Christ's Church are called to
do by virtue of the sacrament of baptism. Fulfilling the Good Shepherd's work extends to
other people who are not yet brought to the fold. Christ noted, “I have other sheep that do
not belong to this fold” (Jn. 10:16). This statement implies that the mission of the gospel
is yet to be brought around the world.

To carry out these pastoral needs diligently, the minister of Christ and the evangelizing
community should exercise the pastoral ministry today with “pastoral love”. When Christ
wanted to entrust his flock to Peter, he demanded for his love thrice, and in each admission
of love by Peter, Christ gave him a pastoral task (cf. Jn. 21:15-17). Christ simply told him
to smell like the sheep if he loves him. This means that the evangelizing community
should reach out to people more closely and be the reason for their joy and comfort them
in time of their sorrows and to have a direct experience of their lives and hopes32 so that
they may come to the knowledge and love of Christ, the model par excellence in shepherding.
When the evangelizing community carries out her pastoral mission faithfully in accordance
to the will of the Good Shepherd, she would once more be admitting and expressing that
pastoral love promised by the first pope, St. Peter, to whom the Good Shepherd entrusted
his sheep for pastoral solicitude.

31Godfrey Mary Paul Okoye (C.S.Sp). The Glories of the Priesthood, 39. 32Pope Francis. Evangelii
Gaudium: On the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today's World, 24.



