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Good Shepherd Sunday has a special meaning for me this year as I will be 

handing over my responsibilities as a shepherd to my successor as Archbishop of 

Liverpool.  This will take place during the Mass of Installation and Archbishop 

John Sherrington will sit in the cathedra and receive the pastoral staff from me. 

My impending retirement has led me to reflect on the idea of vocation.  In the 

past the emphasis on this Sunday was to pray and appeal for vocations to the 

priesthood and religious life – and this is still the case as there is an enormous 

need for people to offer their lives in service of others. Our prayer is that the Holy 

Spirit will stir the hearts of men and women to ask themselves whether God is 

calling them to be priest or women and men religious. But here is more to the 

idea of vocation than this rather narrow view. 

 

St John Paul II helped Christians understand that it was by baptism that we all 

receive a call from God, and he described this in a wonderful phrase, ‘the 

universal call to holiness’. This is the framework within which specific vocations 

such as teacher, mother, priest and so on are placed.  To put it very simply, all the 

baptised are called by God not just monks and nuns.  St John Henry Newman said 

that we are called to ‘some definite service’. If we agree with this, then being holy 

involves doing something, and it is Pope Francis who gave some direction on 

how to be holy.  Pope Francis, right from the beginning of his papacy said we 

should consider how we could become ‘missionary disciples’, a loaded phrase if 

ever there was one. Disciples are followers, like sheep who follow the shepherd, 

as they still do in some parts of the world. In our culture shepherds tend more to 

herd than to lead. A missionary is a person who has been sent by God.  We are 

sent to the world to bring the good news of Jesus’ resurrection. Some will do this 



by preaching but most will do this by living as Jesus’s disciples according to his 

teachings and reaching out to those in need. God’s love is channelled through us 

and that is a clear sign that we are followers of Jesus and have answered his call 

to be missionaries. Being called implies being sent. This is nothing new. St Paul 

begins the First Letter to the Corinthians by saying, ‘I Paul called an apostle’. He 

is not saying that his job title is an apostle. What he is saying is that he has been 

called by God to be sent out. An apostle is one who is sent, the word coming from 

Greek, whilst missionary from the Latin has much the same meaning.  

 

Undoubtedly, living out our baptismal calling is very hard.  When we are 

immersed in the affairs of the world, we can lose sight of our purpose and become 

embroiled in the affairs of everyday life. It is difficult to think of ourselves as 

having a vocation. It is so easy to be overwhelmed by issues and problems that 

often come to us from every direction that we forget that we are recipients of the 

Holy Spirit who is alive in each of us.  

 

One of Pope Francis‘s gifts to the church is synodality.  Synodality is a further 

unfolding of our baptismal vocation where we acknowledge that the Holy Spirit 

which we received at baptism finds ways forward when we were at an impasse. 

Specifically, at recent Synods of Bishops in Rome topics were raised in 

‘conversations in the spirit’. During these prayerful conversations deep listening 

took place rather than debate or confrontation on difficult matters of church 

teaching and practice. In our local churches this same method is being applied to 

finding new ways forward for the church and its mission. All baptised Christians 

are endowed with the Holy Spirit and can and should realise their vocation in this 

manner.  

 

Jesus reminds us in todays’ gospel that we, his sheep, listen to him. In our time 

the Spirit of Jesus speaks to us through the church and each other.  



 

Jesus says, ‘My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me.’ 

 

The Lord continues to call us to holiness in many diverse ways. It is up to us to 

learn to listen to His call. 
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