
© xalanx : Adobe Stock

Why Did Jesus Christ Compare 
Himself to a Hen?

“How oft have I gathered you as a hen gathereth 
her chickens under her wings.” 

3 Nephi 10:4

The Know 
After the great calamities and destruction among the 
Nephites, they experienced “thick darkness upon all 
the face of the land” (3 Nephi 8:10),1 and in response to 
these afflictions, “there was great mourning and howl-
ing and weeping among all the people” (v. 23). It is in 
this setting of anguish and suffering that the voice of 
Jesus Christ was “heard upon all the face of this land” 
(3 Nephi 9:1).  
 
As part of His message of redemption, Jesus declared, 
“how oft have I gathered you as a hen gathereth her 
chickens under her wings” (3 Nephi 10:4). This meta-
phor was repeated four times in three successive verses, 
and was even used in three different tenses: “how oft 
have I gathered you and nourished you” (v. 4, speaking 
to those of the fallen cities), followed by “how oft would 
I have gathered you” (v. 5, speaking of those in Jerusa-
lem), and concluded by “how oft will I gather you” (v. 
6, speaking to the spared members of the House of Isra-
el, emphasis added for all verses). Clearly, this repeated 
metaphor was of transcendent—even eternal—signifi-
cance.2  

 

Jane Allis-Pike explained, “For a metaphor to be mean-
ingful, the reader must have a familiarity with the ob-
jects used for comparison.”3 For people living in an-
cient America, chicken might have referred to an actual 
chicken,4 or it could have been a loan-shift term for a 
fowl with similar features in the New World.5 Turkeys, 
for example, were prevalent in ancient America,6 took 
special care to protect their young,7 and played a signif-
icant role in religious thought.8 
 
Whatever species of fowl was represented here by the 
words hen and chickens,9 audiences generally are famil-
iar with the natural behavior of hens and their young. 
Allis-Pike explained that Jesus Christ can be repre-
sented by a mother bird in His role as “creator of this 
earth,” His “desire to protect his young” (those who be-
come His children through covenant), His willingness 
to “[use] his body to shield his beloved ‘children’ from 
endless death and hell,” and His “proactive care in the 
nurture of his ‘children.’”10  
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She concluded, 
 

Like the hen that hurries her chicks together, 
Christ focuses on “gather[ing]” his “children.” This 
gathering comes in the form of teaching them to 
follow him, to accept the gospel, to learn the plan 
of salvation, and receive the saving priesthood or-
dinances.11 

 
The chicks that need to be gathered, on the other hand, 
meaningfully represent the House of Israel. “The Book 

of Mormon peoples are one branch of the house of Isra-
el. They have a long-standing history and covenant rela-
tionship with the Savior and his gospel. They know the 
Savior as the chicks know their mother.”12  
 

The Why 
The underlying purpose of this metaphor was “to remind 
and teach the people of the true nature and conditions 
of their covenant relationship with [Jesus Christ].”13 Not 
only does it convey the historical assurance of “Christ’s 
desire to protect his people,” but it also “underscores 
the fact that they must want his protection.”14 This can 
be seen in Christ’s twice repeated statement “how oft 
would I have gathered you,” followed by the emphatic 
declaration: “yet ye would not” (3 Nephi 10:5). 
 
Christ’s hen metaphor is explained further in Alma’s 
open invitation that “whosoever will come may come 
and partake of the waters of life freely; and whosoev-
er will not come the same is not compelled to come” 
(Alma 42:27).15 Like a mother hen, Jesus Christ is ever 

concerned for the physical and spiritual needs of His 
children. And because His infinite atonement stretches 
wide as eternity, He will always remain capable of pro-
viding shelter and protection to all who willingly come 
unto Him. He promises and affirms, “how oft will I 
gather you” (3 Nephi 10:6).  
 
It should also be recognized that even though this meta-
phor pertains to God’s dealings with the House of Israel, 
His efforts here and now at gathering and including His 
children within His covenant are boundless. All who are 

willing to be “baptized in the name of the Lord, as a 
witness before him that ye have entered into a covenant 
with him” will be immediately enfolded and included in 
His loving arms (Mosiah 18:10). Brent L. Top invited, 
 

May we exercise greater faith in the arms of the 
Lord—His arms of power, His arms of love, and 
His arms of mercy. May we allow Him to cradle 
and carry and comfort us in those arms. In turn, 
our arms—our determination and our devotion—
will be strengthened. … May we all be “clasped in 
the arms of Jesus.”16 
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