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Praise for Let Him Lead






“With this latest book, Fr. Jeremiah establishes himself even more firmly as a modern-day master of the interior life. Using everyday experiences and encounters, he weaves a rich tapestry of spiritual insight. These reflections, springing from a life of prayer and contemplation, are both accessible and inspiring, and are sure to benefit the reader who seeks closer union with God.“


—Fr. Brian Graebe, STD, author of Vessel of Honor: The Virgin Birth and the Ecclesiology of Vatican II
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“As a true preacher of the gospel, Fr. Jeremiah offers meditations that are at once easily accessible and challenging. Using familiar biblical stories, he asks, How is this aspect of the gospel becoming concrete in my life? Where is the Lord inviting me to a yet more complete response? As the gospel itself is “ever ancient, ever new,” Fr. Jeremiah’s meditations are applicable both to those just beginning to pray seriously and to every disciple wishing to be renewed and transformed through an encounter with the Lord in His Word.”


—Mother Mary Concepta, S.V., Superior General of the Sisters of Life
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“This book is a necessary reminder of the transformative power of the Gospels. If you long for an intimate relationship with Jesus, need a steady compass to guide you each day, or desire holiness but don’t know where to begin, Let Him Lead: An Invitation to Let Jesus Guide Your Heart and Your Life is a must-read. Father Jeremiah’s reflections offer a new perspective on familiar stories, inspiring us to seek more of Him when the world’s promises don’t deliver. If you buy one book this year, may Let Him Lead be the one–this is not a book to consume and forget, but one for a lifetime!”


—Laura Phelps, Content Creator at Walking With Purpose




“Let Him Lead stirred me to prayer. Fr. Jeremiah prophetically wants to set the world on fire through ‘something greater than worldly wisdom.’ His message is to follow the Lord, not fear, on a journey of love into eternity. A true son of St. Francis, he opens a contemplation of Christ in practical and breathtaking ways that draw from the Bible as well as the saints, great thinkers, and his own powerful personal stories.”


—Dr. Anthony Lilles, STD, Professor at St. Patrick’s Seminary and University and Co-Founder of the Avila Institute
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“Simple, practical, and down-to-earth, Fr. Jeremiah offers a scriptural and compelling account of discipleship with the Lord Jesus.”


—Fr. James Dominic Brent, OP, author of The Father’s House
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“Let Him Lead is a profound yet gentle invitation into the human heart. Father Jeremiah Shryock serves as a wise spiritual guide, leading the reader into a deeper understanding of universal experiences that we keenly feel, but may not always recognize, both on a natural and spiritual level. As he shares his own personal experiences, Father Jeremiah assures us that we are not alone—and that healing is within reach. Through insightful Gospel passages, Christ’s living words, and the safety of God’s unconditional love, Let Him Lead is a heartfelt invitation to greater spiritual freedom and deep intimacy in prayer.”


—Megan Hjelmstad, Author of Offer it Up: Discovering the Power and Purpose of Redemptive Suffering
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Dedication





I could not have written this book without the presence of Mary, the mother of God, in my life. She is the way Jesus has first come to us in history, and she continues to be the way in which Jesus comes to me each moment.


Every day in prayer I ask Mary to be with me, pray with me, and reveal her son to me more deeply. In every homily I preach or talk that I give, in every spiritual direction appointment or apostolic endeavor I am involved in, I ask Mary to guide my thoughts, words, and actions so that they can reveal and glorify her Son. And as I sat down each day to write this book and reflected on the words of Jesus, I begged her to help me speak of him in a way that is true and beautiful, and most importantly, will lead people to want to seek Jesus more intensely in their own lives.


I simply could not have written this book were not the presence of this beautiful and Immaculate mother guiding me each day. Therefore, I give it back to her, since she knows Jesus best and since she was given to us by Jesus to be our mother in the order of grace (John 19:25–27). I ask her to do with this book what she deems best, knowing that everything she does is purely for the glory of God.
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Foreword





Come, follow me! It is striking that Jesus uses these three simple words to call his first disciples. Jesus does not first propose a burdensome moral code, a political ideology, or some abstract idea to experience fulfillment and salvation. He first offers the gift of himself. Just think of the radical nature of what is happening here. In the fullness of time, Jesus comes to save all the sons and daughters of God by inviting them into a personal relationship with the living God. Jesus comes as Emmanuel, “God with us.” He is the perfect revelation of the heart of the Father, bringing the fullness of love and mercy in his very person. When Jesus proclaims, Come, follow me, we are getting a glimpse into his Sacred Heart, a heart that aches for love and intimacy with you! It is this love that brings restoration and healing. All we have to do is Let Him Lead.


The experienced Christian knows that following Jesus is the joy of our life, but it also is the most demanding task we could ever take part in. In this broken and fallen world, we often experience our woundedness and limitations that have a ripple effect to all the different parts of our humanity. Sin and weakness blind us to the truth of who we are in Christ Jesus, and we suffer from an identity crisis. We no longer live as sons and daughters of the Father, but we live as orphans in a very strange world, seeking love and intimacy in places that do not satisfy. Brothers and sisters, you are not orphans! Jesus Christ, the Son of God, comes to restore and heal our identity so we can experience once again what it means to be sons and daughters of the Father.


In a very clear, engaging, and joyful way, Fr. Jeremiah is a witness and herald of these truths. Every chapter of this book is a sort of “icon” of the person of Jesus that invites you deeper into his Sacred Heart. Jesus came to earth because he does not want to remain abstract, but he longs to be known and loved by each one of us. In the Gospels, Jesus proclaims: “I am the way, the truth, and the life” (John 14:6)! Fr. Jeremiah fills these pages with the powerful truths that Jesus is the only Way to the Father and to true and lasting fulfillment. Jesus is the only Truth that is the source of our identity and destiny. Jesus himself is the Life that we long for, the fountain of love and intimacy.


Perhaps most importantly, Fr. Jeremiah reminds us of the “one thing necessary,” which is love. Even in the Church, there is a strong temptation to make Jesus and the Gospels overly complicated, which keeps us focused on ourselves. Jesus reminds us that the key to life is actually letting go of ourselves and allowing one thing to remain: love. Jesus is the Son of God, and in his very person we encounter the perfect love of the Father. Living in this relationship of love and being an instrument of this love to others are the only things that matter. With power and light, Fr. Jeremiah bears witness to this truth. As a son of the Father, a disciple of Jesus, and a spiritual father, Fr. Jeremiah is a sure guide on our spiritual journey. All we have to do is Let Him Lead.


—Fr. Innocent Montgomery, CFR, author of Born of Fire











Introduction





In the Vatican II document entitled “Decree on the life and ministry of priests,” we are told that “it is the first task of priests … to preach the Gospel of God to all men,” and that “their role is to teach not their own wisdom but the Word of God and to issue a pressing invitation to all men to conversion and to holiness.”1


Every priest I know undertakes the task of preaching the gospel seriously. For some, preaching is a source of fear and anxiety, not because they are ashamed of the gospel, but because they are keenly aware of their own limitations. Other priests I know find preaching natural and a source of joy and consolation. Regardless of each priest’s experience of preaching, the obligation to preach the gospel has been given to them. In a world that is becoming more and more secular, if the gospel is not preached, then where will people hear the Good News? Or, as St. Paul says, “How are men to call upon him in whom they have not believed? And how are they to believe in him of whom they have never heard? And how are they to hear without a preacher?” (Romans 10:14).


The question then for a priest is not if he should preach the gospel, for again as St. Paul says, “If I preach the gospel, that gives me no ground for boasting. For necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16). Rather, the question for all priests, and preachers of the gospel in general, is how they should preach the gospel. There are as many answers to that question as there are circumstances and situations in which each preacher finds himself. For example, on Easter Sunday the way I would preach about the Resurrection of Jesus if I were saying Mass in a prison would look and sound very different than if I were preaching in a country parish. How I would preach about Easter would look and sound very different if I were preaching in a high school than if I were at a monastery. The difference is not the message, since “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8), but how that message is articulated. A significant factor in determining how that message is articulated will be dependent upon who will be receiving that message, that is, the audience the preacher will be speaking to.


How does one proclaim the gospel to young people, the wealthy, the poor, those who are new converts, those who are spiritually mature, etc.? These are important questions every preacher must ask himself before he begins his primary task of preaching the gospel. The reason for this is obvious: we want to proclaim the truth of the gospel clearly so that each person, in their own uniqueness and varying circumstances, will be able to understand its message and respond to it.


When I wrote the reflections found in this book, I was living as a hermit at the Monastery of Bethlehem in Livingston Manor, New York, where I served the sisters there as their chaplain. While serving at the monastery I said Mass every morning for the sisters and those who were on retreat. Since the sisters live a life of solitude, prayer, and continual reflection on the word of God, I discerned that there was no reason for me to give a daily homily. After all, their monastic life was already nourishing their prayer life and their relationship with God. I did discern, however, to preach on Sunday, and so my primary audience for each Sunday homily was a group of 10–12 spiritually mature women whose life of prayer and meditation was well beyond that of a beginner.


However, there was a small minority of people who would also serve as my congregation for the Sunday homily: the retreatants. Each Sunday there would be anywhere from one to eight people who were on retreat and attending Mass and therefore would hear my homily as well. All the retreatants I met over the three years I lived at the monastery had a singular trait in common: They were all sincerely desiring holiness. After all, the decision to spend several days in solitude, silence, and prayer at a monastery completely removed from the comforts and pleasures of the world implies a certain level of seriousness and reflects a desire for holiness.


My little congregation on Sunday that I would preach to, then, was not a typical Catholic church in America, nor did it contain a specific group of people like those one would find at a prison, nursing home, or school. Rather, it was a diverse group of people of various ages and ethnicities who were all united in their chief desire to grow in a life of holiness. What then does that mean for a preacher? Primarily, it means that I could go a bit deeper. I could say things, challenge them in certain ways, or even provide a more advanced teaching regarding the life of prayer in a way that I couldn’t if I were preaching at a high school or even a typical American parish.


Most people obviously do not live in a monastery, and unfortunately, many people are not able to go on retreat at one. Nonetheless, there are many Christians who sincerely desire intimacy and depth in their relationship with God. It is these people that I had in mind when several months ago I received the inspiration to take the outlines for some of my homilies and turn them into reflections for a book. The sole purpose for this is simple: to provide some means to help facilitate a greater response to Jesus in souls, or in other words, to inspire people to let Jesus lead them more deeply in their life by following him through the pages of the Gospel.











—— 1 ——


The World Is Never Enough







“Teacher, bid my brother divide the inheritance with me.” —Luke 12:13
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The world’s human population today consists of eight billion people. Among them are thousands of cultures and ethnicities, each providing a unique beauty to the richness of humanity. The seven continents on this planet comprise more than 57 million square miles of land, with wonders of nature that include enormous mountain ranges, tropical rain forests, deserts, and so much more. The five oceans that exist comprise 139 million square miles, most of which have not been explored yet, and contain 230,000 different species living in those oceans. This earth that we inhabit is truly a marvelous place.


Considering then the vastness and immensity of this world, one would think that this world would be enough for us, that here among so much beauty and diversity we could find what we are looking for and experience the peace that all of us so desperately desire. One would think that among all the remarkable features of life on this planet, the human heart could find rest and satisfaction. Yet humanity remains restless; people are continually searching not only in this world, but now, even beyond it. Why then does humanity keep searching in this world for its ultimate meaning and is seemingly never able to find one? Why is this world not enough for us? Many people have proposed various answers to these questions, but none provide an answer as fascinating as those found in the Bible. According to the Bible, the reason the world is never enough for us is, ironically, that it is too small.




In the book of Ecclesiastes, we read these famous words: “Vanity of vanities! All is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 1:2). The book of Ecclesiastes is probably the least popular book in the entire Bible. I have heard many of my own brother priests lament this book when it appears in the lectionary either for Mass or in the Divine Office, because, according to them, the ramblings of Qoheleth, the author, appear to have no coherent theme or structure. I have heard some people admit that they cannot read this book because the author, they believe, is depressed, and they cannot understand or even tolerate his dark and negative outlook on life.


On the surface these complaints about the Book of Ecclesiastes can appear valid and sensible. However, if we listen more deeply to these words, the author is not intending to communicate to us a dark and negative view of human existence. Nor does he want us to believe that life in this world is miserable and that there is never anything to look forward to. Rather, he is telling us that life, just by itself, even amidst so much beauty and wonder, is not enough. It’s not enough for the human heart, because the human heart can only find its completion and rest in the Infinite, in the One whose vastness and immensity knows no limits, and who has no beginning or end.


Several years ago, I was sitting in an airport awaiting a connecting flight when a middle-aged man approached me and asked if he could speak with me. I smiled at him, put away the book I was reading, and invited him to sit down next to me. Immediately he began telling me about his life. He was a travel writer who spent most of the year traveling all over the world and writing about his many experiences with all the people and places he was privileged to visit. Towards the end of our conversation, he looked at me with a tear in his eye and said to me, “Father, I have been almost everywhere in this world and seen almost everything, and I am not happy. I am always restless.” A deep sadness filled my own heart when he said this as we both looked out the window of the airport. A few seconds later I asked him, “Have you ever thought about the One who created all this beauty and wonder that you are blessed to see.” His response to me was shocking. He looked at me, both annoyed and frustrated, and said to me, “I just want this to be enough. I just want this world, my travels, and my career to be enough.” I smiled at him and said as compassionately as I could, “This world is never enough, and it never will be.”


In the parable of the rich fool (Luke 12:13–21) a man from the crowd approaches Jesus and says to him: “Teacher, bid my brother divide the inheritance with me” (Luke 12:13). After Jesus refuses to heed this man’s request, he then proceeds to tell the crowd a parable about a man who acquired a great deal of wealth and who decides that to store the surplus of his crops, he will tear down his barns to build larger ones. Once the larger barns are built and his crops are safely stored, the rich fool says to himself, “You have ample goods laid up for many years; take your ease, eat, drink, be merry” (Luke 12:19). The world, it appears, seems to be enough for this man, and now he can sit back, relax, and enjoy life. However, this man’s peace is shortlived, because as Jesus recounts in the parable, that night he will die. Jesus concludes the parable with a striking condemnation for those who not only believe, but also seek to find their peace in this world alone: “The things you have prepared, whose will they be? So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God” (Luke 12:20–21).


Are the things of this world important? Yes, they are, and Jesus never refutes that. However, they are not as important as eternity. To live only for this world or to hope that this world will be enough is to set oneself up for frustration and disappointment. Jesus is not denying or being insensitive to this man’s earthly and material needs. However, he does not want him or us to simply remain here on this earth with only our earthly needs and desires. St. Paul, in writing to the Colossians, says, “Seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth” (Colossians 3:1–2). It is only by looking beyond this world that we can live this life correctly, and this, according to Jesus, means being rich in the things of God.




How then practically do we live like this? First, we cannot ignore this world. As mentioned in the beginning, this world is truly a marvelous place. However, this world is not all there is. All the beauty and immensity of this world is meant to point to the immensity and beauty of God. The Psalmist understands this very well when he writes, “When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and stars which you have established; what is man that you care for him?” (Psalm 8:3–4). To ignore this world then would be to ignore God. Second, we cannot ignore our life. All of us have material, physical and earthly needs that are simply a part of life in this world. However, we must not think that the purpose in life, or that our peace comes from the fulfillment of those needs. Rather, all these human needs, just like creation itself, are meant to be signs pointing us both beyond this world and even our own life. Whether it be in the beauty of creation or in the mystery of our own life, we can never stop and say, “This is it, this is what I’ve been looking for, this is what will fulfill me.” Whatever “this” is can’t be it, for the simple reason that it is too small.


There is nothing in this world then that can be pursued as an end. This includes our relationships, jobs, vocations, talents, friendships, and even our own life. So many of our frustrations and problems occur in life when we seek our fulfillment or end in the things of this world. I have witnessed so many friendships, marriages, and even vocations ending in heartache, anger, and deep emotional and psychological hurt, simply because either one person or several were hoping the other person would be someone they were not. In contrast to this, so much joy occurs and is available to us when we allow ourselves to be taken beyond this world to God, the true end for which we were created. A truly holy person witnesses to this joy in the depths of their being, because they are not attached or grasping at anything in this world. Rather, they are attached to and desire only God.


St. Basil writes, “What, I ask, is more wonderful than the beauty of God? What is more pleasing and satisfying than God’s mercy? … The radiance of the divine beauty is altogether beyond the power of words to describe.”2 The answer, of course, is nothing: Nothing is more beautiful and satisfying than God. May we truly live then in this world as pilgrims and follow both this world and our own life, in all its immensity and beauty, to the One who is even greater, to the One whose beauty and greatness knows no limits.











—— 2 ——


What Matters Most







“Even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” —Matthew 15:27
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People often wonder where they are in their relationship with God. Over the years I have had countless souls ask me if there is some objective way or some practical tool they can use to measure their progress in the spiritual life or to determine where they are on the spiritual map. Numerous saints and theologians throughout history have suggested to us various means to answer these questions. In my own analysis and reflection, it appears to me that the answer to these concerns can be summed up in three questions: How pure is my faith? How confident is my hope? How selfless is my love? The honest answer to these questions will reveal to us where we are, really, in our relationship with God.


In the world today, both inside of Christianity and out, there is a great deal of hype about spirituality. People talk regularly in spiritual circles about things like consolations, methods of prayer, inspirations from God, one’s own vocation and experiences of God in prayer, etc. Obviously, these are all very important and necessary for us, and each one of them is an essential component to our relationship with God. Nevertheless, by themselves, none of these aspects of the spiritual life make us holy, nor do they provide a valid measuring tool to determine the state of one’s own soul. However, a person whose faith is becoming purer, whose hope is growing in confidence, and whose love is becoming more selfless—that person is becoming holy, regardless of whether those other things are present or not.




Now, there is both good news and bad news in this. The good news is that it is no secret what God desires of us. The genuine path to holiness, which will include light and darkness, clarity and confusion, and joy and sorrow, is ultimately the path of faith, hope, and love. St. John of the Cross affirms this when he writes, “Faith and love” (and we could certainly include hope) “are like the blind persons’ guides. They will lead you along a path unknown to you, to the place where God is hidden.”3 This, then, is what the path of holiness looks like, and therefore this is how we are called to live.


The bad news about this is that usually—not always, but usually—the purity of our faith, the confidence of our hope, and the selflessness of our love are revealed to us, and grow most deeply, in darkness and in suffering. If God were to remove from a person the felt experience of his presence or a tangible experience of his grace, how much faith a person has at that moment is how much faith they really have. The same can be said about hope and love. It is easy to love God and another person when there is a tangible and felt experience of that love. Hence, when that love is reciprocal, not just in theory, but present amidst one’s experience of life, it is easy to believe in the love of the other and to love in return. However, if you take away that experience, or if the other person appears distant or even not interested, how much love a person has at that moment is how much love they really have.


In the Gospel story of the Canaanite woman (Matthew 15:21–28), we are given a profound and beautiful illustration of all of this. This Gospel can be very confusing, and I will admit I spent many years puzzled by Jesus’s actions and words in this passage, so much so that I would often not preach on this Gospel simply because I didn’t understand what was occurring. A superficial reading of this passage can easily lead one to conclude that not only is Jesus being rude to this poor woman, but that he is not even interested in her.


St. Matthew recounts for us that a Canaanite woman comes to Jesus and cries out, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David; my daughter is severely possessed by a demon” (Matthew 15:22). At first, Jesus does not even respond to her, and then we are told that “His disciples came and begged him, saying, ‘Send her away, for she is crying after us’ ” (Matthew 15:23). Finally, Jesus responds to her, but he tells her, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24), implying that there is something wrong with her because she is a Gentile and not a Jew; therefore Jesus can’t help her. Almost immediately then, there are three strikes against this poor woman.


It is worth stopping here for a moment and asking ourselves, how would we respond if we were this woman, and this was our experience of Jesus? Most likely, we would think to ourselves, Where is the Jesus who opens the eyes of the blind and the ears of the deaf? Where is the Jesus who when Jairus comes and falls at his feet and says to him, “My little daughter is at the point of death. Come and lay your hands on her, so that she may be well, and live” (Mark 5:23), goes immediately to heal her? Where is the Jesus who says, “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” (Matthew 11:28)? If I were this woman, I would think to myself that either this Jesus whom I have heard so much about and whom everyone is talking about is either a fake, or he is simply not interested in me. Most likely, I would end up leaving him, disappointed, angry, and hurt. However, this woman responds very differently.


Rather than leaving Jesus she comes and kneels before him and begs him, “Lord, help me” (Matthew 15:25). Once again, this woman makes herself totally vulnerable in front of everyone and in front of Jesus. Once again, she risks being ignored, considered a nuisance, and degraded. Once again, she will show the crowds, the disciples, and most importantly Jesus, that her faith is indeed mature, her hope is confident, and her love is selfless.


Every time I read this passage, I can’t help but think that now Jesus will respond to her with love and gentleness, that now he will agree to go and heal her daughter. However, Jesus’s response to her now appears even worse than before: “It is not fair to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs” (Matthew 15:26). It is difficult to imagine a response more insulting than the one Jesus offers her, yet without hesitation she responds by saying, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table” (Matthew 15:27). This, I believe, is one of the most extraordinary responses, if not the most extraordinary response to Jesus from anyone in all the Gospels. The reason her response to Jesus is so extraordinary is because it is filled with a pure faith, a confident hope, and a selfless love. Even though she does not understand what is happening, why Jesus is saying these things, and where this is all going, her faith, hope, and love in Jesus remain intact. They are pure, confident, and selfless.


Why does Jesus respond to her in this way? I can’t think of anyone else in the Gospel whom Jesus responds to like this after approaching him with such sincerity and humility. Jesus’s response to her is meant to be a teaching moment, not for the Canaanite woman, but for the disciples and us. Through Jesus’s words, though they certainly can appear harsh and insensitive, Jesus is teaching and attempting to show us that this woman is a model of discipleship. As the disciples watch this encounter take place, though they may be annoyed and irritated by her, they witness a woman standing before Jesus who will continue to pursue him, even if it seems that she is not being received in return. Hence, Jesus is attempting to show the disciples and us that if we truly want to be his disciples, then, like this woman, we must continue to pursue God even if it seems that he, and everyone else, are against us. We must continue to pursue God even when it might seem as if there is no hope or when it seems that God is absent, or that maybe he doesn’t even love me.


By responding to this woman as he does, Jesus is drawing this woman deeper. Her experience of this moment in her humanity is one filled with darkness and suffering, because it can seem as if not only is she being rejected, but also she is even being ridiculed by him. Of course, Jesus is not rejecting or ridiculing her. Rather, by treating her this way he is attempting to elicit from her a deeper faith, hope, and love and to show us what authentic discipleship looks like. He can do this with her, and not with the disciples, because he knows the depth of her faith, hope, and love is great, and he wishes to call her even deeper.
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