
A NEW COVENANT: A CATHOLIC JOURNEY THROUGH JEREMIAH

SESSION 5 · LEADER PREPARATION GUIDE

Fire in My Bones
Jeremiah 20

90 minutes · Win, Build, Send inductive format

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim. Participants discover that Scripture canonizes a prayer of raw protest: Jeremiah, beaten 
and put in the stocks, accuses God to His face, and the Holy Spirit preserved every word. They trace the 
whiplash of chapter 20, accusation, compulsion, confidence, praise, and despair, all in one poem, and 
they find lament on the lips of Jesus Himself. The goal is a permanently enlarged prayer life: God prefers 
our honest anger to our polite absence.

Catholic Touchstone. Prayer is a battle (CCC 2725), the experience of dryness is real (CCC 2731), and 
the prophets drew the strength for their mission from wrestling with God in prayer (cf. CCC 2584). On 
the cross, the Word incarnate gave voice to the anguish of every age by praying a psalm of lament (cf. 
CCC 2605-2606).

WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

• The first blood. Chapter 20 opens with the first recorded physical violence against Jeremiah: 
Pashhur the priest, chief officer in the Temple, has him beaten and locked overnight in the stocks at 
the Benjamin Gate (20:1-2). Note who does it: not a pagan, but a priest. The promise of 1:19, they 
will fight against you, is now literal.

• The Confessions of Jeremiah. Scholars use this name for a series of intensely personal laments 
scattered through the book, commonly delimited as 11:18-12:6; 15:10-21; 17:14-18; 18:19-23; and the 
climax, 20:7-18. No other prophet lets us this far inside. Tonight’s text is the rawest of them all.

• The shocking verb of 20:7. The Hebrew verb pathah in “thou hast deceived me” is strong and 
uncomfortable: elsewhere it can mean to entice, persuade, even seduce. Translations soften or 
sharpen it variously; the RSV2CE’s “deceived” is a fair middle. Do not sand this down for your 
group. Jeremiah is accusing God of luring him into a vocation and then leaving him to the mockery. 
And the Spirit kept the accusation in the Bible.

• The anatomy of the poem. Accusation (20:7-8), compulsion (20:9), conspiracy (20:10), confidence 
(20:11-12), praise (20:13), and then, with no warning, the curse of his own birthday (20:14-18). The 
poem ends in the dark. The canon does not tidy it up. That editorial silence is itself a pastoral 
teaching: some prayers do not resolve by bedtime, and they are still prayers.

• The fire. Verse 9 is the hinge of the chapter and one of the great vocation texts of Scripture: 
Jeremiah tries to quit, and the word becomes “a burning fire shut up in my bones.” He cannot hold 
it in. The call outlasts the desire to be called.
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OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

Roots. A third of the Psalter is lament, and Jeremiah prays in its grammar: complaint, petition, and the 
strange pivot to praise (compare Psalm 13’s six verses, which travel the same arc as chapter 20). The 
curse of the birthday (20:14-18) closely echoes the birth-curse that opens Job 3. Israel’s prayer book 
always had a section for the dark; Jeremiah simply prays it with his own blood.

Fulfillment. Lament is not sub-Christian; it is Christic. In Gethsemane the Son tells His friends His soul 
is sorrowful even to death and begs the Father to remove the cup (Matthew 26:38-39). On the cross He 
prays the first line of Psalm 22 (Mark 15:34). Hebrews says He offered prayers “with loud cries and 
tears” (Hebrews 5:7). And Paul inherits the fire in the bones: “Necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I 
do not preach the gospel!” (1 Corinthians 9:16). Your group will find the Gethsemane and Paul texts 
themselves.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Athanasius  ·  Letter to Marcellinus on the Psalms

St. Athanasius wrote that the Psalms are unlike the rest of Scripture in one way: whoever sings 
them finds them a mirror, seeing in them the movements of his own soul, and receives words for 
wounds he could not name. The lament tradition Jeremiah prays in exists so that no human 
anguish is ever left without a prayer to carry it.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. John of the Cross  ·  The Dark Night

St. John of the Cross, a Doctor of the Church, taught that God sometimes withdraws the felt 
consolations of prayer precisely in the souls He is drawing closest, purifying love of its dependence 
on feelings. The darkness that seems like God’s absence can be the shadow cast by His approach. 
Jeremiah’s night, honestly prayed, is not the opposite of intimacy with God. It can be its deepest 
form.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

St. Teresa of Calcutta  ·  Come Be My Light (her published letters)

The world discovered after her death that St. Teresa of Calcutta endured decades of interior 
darkness, feeling unwanted by the God she served with radiant joy. Her letters lament with a 
rawness worthy of chapter 20, and she kept serving, kept praying, kept smiling at the poor. Fidelity 
in the dark, she shows us, is not hypocrisy. It is heroism.

CATECHISM CONNECTION
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• CCC 2725 · prayer is a battle against ourselves and against the tempter; CCC 2731 names the 
experience of dryness, when the heart feels separated from God.

• CCC 2584 · the prophets drew light and strength for their mission from encounter with God in 
prayer, often in struggle and complaint.

• CCC 2605-2606 · on the cross Jesus prayed a psalm of lament, and in that cry the anguish of 
humanity in every age found its voice before the Father.

THREAD WATCH

THREAD WATCH · LEADER ONLY · NEVER APPEARS IN PARTICIPANT MATERIALS

Thread 1 · Build and Plant. Rest tonight. The thread advances in Session 7, in a way nobody will 
expect. Do not touch it.

Thread 2 · The Prophet Like Jeremiah. Heavy accumulation tonight, all of it hiding in plain sight: 
struck by the Temple authorities, mocked all day, betrayed by familiar friends who watch for his 
fall (20:10), praying anguish in the night. The group will openly compare Gethsemane in Q8; let 
them. The comparisons are breadcrumbs. The reveal, Matthew 16:14, stays sealed until Session 11.

Thread 3 · The Watched Word. Tonight the word proves indestructible from the inside: Jeremiah 
himself tries to suppress it, and it burns through him (20:9). Even the prophet cannot silence the 
word entrusted to him. File the fire image: it returns from God’s side of the equation next session.

SESSION GOALS

1. Participants can trace the emotional anatomy of 20:7-18 and can say out loud that Scripture canonizes 
protest prayer.

2. Participants discover the fire in the bones and can articulate the difference between wanting a 
vocation and being had by one.

3. Participants hear the “always rejoice, never lament” position at full strength and answer it with the 
Psalter, chapter 20, and Gethsemane.

4. Participants find Christ’s own laments themselves and can explain why lament is Christic rather than 
faithless.

5. Participants leave with one honest prayer they have been avoiding, and a concrete plan to pray it this 
week.

TIME NOTE (90 MINUTES)

Opening prayer and Win: 15 minutes. Build: 55 minutes. Send and Live It This Week: 15 minutes. Closing 
prayer and memory verse: 5 minutes.

If you are running long: cut Question 3 (Pashhur’s new name) first, then compress Question 9 (the Job 
3 parallel) into a single leader sentence. Never cut the steelman or the Gethsemane discovery. This 
session heals people; give it room.
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A NEW COVENANT: A CATHOLIC JOURNEY THROUGH JEREMIAH

SESSION 5 · DISCUSSION GUIDE

Fire in My Bones
Jeremiah 20

OPENING PRAYER

"Father, You already know everything we feel, so nothing we say tonight can shock You. Give us 
the courage of Your prophet: to bring You the anger, the exhaustion, and the questions, instead 
of hiding them politely. You prefer our honest wrestling to our careful distance. So here we are. 
Through Christ our Lord. Amen." (Opening Prayer)

WIN · OPENING QUESTIONS (15 MIN)

W1. Growing up, what did you learn, from family or church or anywhere, about which emotions were 
acceptable to show and which were not?

W2. Have you ever been angry at God, or wanted to be, and stopped yourself? What stopped you?

Leader note: W2 will surface real pain in some groups. Do not fix anyone. Tonight’s text will do the 
pastoral work; your job is to keep the room safe and unhurried.

BUILD · INDUCTIVE STUDY (55 MIN)

READ JEREMIAH 20:1-6 ALOUD.

1. Who has Jeremiah beaten and locked in the stocks, and what is his job? Why does the identity of the 
persecutor matter?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Pashhur, a priest, the chief officer in the house of the LORD (20:1). The first assault the book 
narrates comes from religious authority, not pagan power. The promise of 1:19 has come literally 
true, and from the least expected direction. The application reaches across the centuries: wounds 
inflicted by one’s own religious leaders and faith community cut deepest, and Scripture does not 
pretend otherwise. If someone in your group carries such a wound, this text sees them.

READ JEREMIAH 20:7-10 ALOUD, SLOWLY. WARN THE GROUP: THIS IS THE RAWEST PRAYER IN THE PROPHETS.

2. Verse 7 opens with an accusation most of us would be afraid to pray: “O LORD, thou hast deceived 
me.” What exactly is Jeremiah accusing God of? And here is the real question: why is this prayer in the 
Bible?
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ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

He accuses God of luring him into the prophetic office, overpowering him, and leaving him to daily 
mockery (20:7-8). The Hebrew verb is even stronger than “deceived”; it can mean enticed, even 
seduced. And the Holy Spirit preserved every syllable. That is the point your group must not miss: 
the Bible itself shows us that accusation brought TO God can be real prayer, because it keeps the 
sufferer inside the relationship, facing Him. Jeremiah stays in the conversation, and staying in the 
conversation is what honest anger is for.

3. (Cut first if short on time.) Back up to 20:3-4: Jeremiah renames his persecutor “Terror on every side.” 
Now look at 20:10: who is quoting that phrase back at him? What is being done to Jeremiah’s own 
words?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

His enemies have turned his prophecy into a taunt, a nickname: “Terror on every side! Denounce 
him!” (20:10). Even his familiar friends watch for his fall. They weaponize the man’s own preaching 
against him. Mockery that quotes you is the loneliest kind, and verse 10 adds the sharpest detail in 
the chapter: the watchers are friends.

READ JEREMIAH 20:9 ALOUD TWICE. THIS IS THE HINGE OF THE SESSION.

4. Jeremiah announces his resignation from prophecy in the first half of the verse. What defeats the 
resignation? Where is the fire, and whose is it?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

“If I say, ‘I will not mention him’... there is in my heart as it were a burning fire shut up in my 
bones, and I am weary with holding it in, and I cannot” (20:9). He tries to quit and discovers the 
word of God is not a job he holds but a fire that holds him. This is the anatomy of Jeremiah’s 
prophetic vocation: not the absence of the desire to quit, but the presence of something stronger 
than that desire. Not every genuine call burns this way, discernment has gentler seasons, but when 
God’s claim on a life is real, it tends to outlast our resignations.

5. Live discovery. A New Testament apostle describes his own preaching with the same burning 
compulsion, almost word for word. It is in 1 Corinthians 9. Find it.

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

1 Corinthians 9:16: “Necessity is laid upon me. Woe to me if I do not preach the gospel!” Paul, like 
Jeremiah, does not preach because it pays or because it is pleasant; he preaches because the fire 
gives him no alternative he can live with. Ask the group: is there anything in your life, any good you 
would keep doing even if it cost you, that has this signature on it?
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Steelman: Should a Christian Ever Lament?

BUILD THE CASE AT FULL STRENGTH: PRESENT THIS AS PERSUASIVELY AS A DEVOUT FRIEND WOULD

The case: “Scripture commands joy, not complaint. ‘Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, 
Rejoice’ (Philippians 4:4). ‘Give thanks in all circumstances’ (1 Thessalonians 5:18). ‘Do all things 
without grumbling’ (Philippians 2:14). We live on the far side of the Resurrection; the victory is 
won. Grief itself is human, Jesus wept, but there is a line between faithful sorrow and accusatory 
prayer: sorrow brought to God in trust honors Him; hurling charges at God, calling Him a deceiver 
as Jeremiah does, crosses into irreverence no resurrection people should imitate. Real faith may 
weep, but it praises through the pain and refuses to put God in the dock.” Present it warmly; this 
position is usually held by sincere people, and half your group may secretly hold it.

6. First press: run the numbers on Israel’s inspired prayer book. Roughly what share of the Psalms are 
laments? And who kept praying them after the Resurrection?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Laments are the largest single category in the Psalter, roughly a third of the book, and the Church 
has prayed the Psalms from her earliest days; the Liturgy of the Hours still puts Psalm 13 and Psalm 
88 on Christian lips today. If lament were unbelief, the Holy Spirit inspired an enormous amount of 
it, and the Church has been sinning in choir for two thousand years. The command to rejoice always 
sits in the same canon as “How long, O LORD?” Scripture holds both, so our theology must.

7. Second press: look inside tonight’s poem itself. Find the verse of soaring praise, then find what follows 
it. What does the sequence of 20:13 and 20:14 do to the idea that praise and lament are opposites?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Verse 13 is pure doxology: “Sing to the LORD; praise the LORD!” Verse 14 curses the day of his birth. 
No transition, no apology. In the same inspired poem, from the same faithful man, in the same 
hour. Praise and lament are not opposites; they are the two lungs of honest prayer, and Jeremiah 
breathes with both. The command to rejoice always is not a command to feel one emotion always; it 
is the deep confidence in God that makes telling Him everything possible.

8. Live discovery. Now the decisive evidence. Find what Jesus Himself prayed in the garden the night 
before He died (Matthew 26, around verse 38), and what He prayed from the cross (Mark 15, around 
verse 34). Read both aloud.

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

“My soul is very sorrowful, even to death... My Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me” 
(Matthew 26:38-39). And from the cross: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (Mark 
15:34), the opening line of Psalm 22, a lament. The sinless Son of God lamented, in words the Spirit 
had prepared centuries in advance. Lament is not sub-Christian. It is Christic. Hebrews summarizes 
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His whole praying life as “loud cries and tears” (Hebrews 5:7). Any piety too polished for 
Gethsemane is too polished for the Gospel.

DIG DEEPER · THE CRY THAT CARRIES EVERY CRY

The Catechism teaches that in His cry from the cross, praying the psalm of lament, the incarnate 
Word took up the anguish of humanity in every age and gave it a voice before the Father (cf. CCC 
2605-2606). This means something immense for your group: when you lament in Christ, you are not 
straying from His prayer. You are inside it.

9. (Compress if short on time.) Read 20:14-18. Jeremiah curses the day of his birth, and the poem simply 
ends there, in the dark. Job opens his mouth the same way (Job 3:1-3). Why do you think the canon 
leaves the chapter unresolved instead of adding a happy ending?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Because some nights do not resolve by bedtime, and the Bible refuses to lie about that. The 
resolution of Jeremiah’s anguish exists, but it lives in the rest of the book and the rest of the story, 
not in a tidy verse 19. The canon’s silence is pastoral: it gives everyone whose prayer is currently 
unresolved a chapter that looks like their life, inside the word of God. You are allowed to end a 
prayer without a bow on it. God keeps the conversation open overnight.

10. Step back. In verse 11 Jeremiah declares, mid-lament: “But the LORD is with me as a dread warrior.” 
Where have we heard “I am with you” before in this study? What has happened to that promise between 
chapter 1 and chapter 20?

ANSWER · SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

It was the founding promise of his call: “Be not afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you” (1:8, 
1:19). In chapter 1 it was a word received; in chapter 20 it is a word tested, and it holds, even while 
everything else in Jeremiah’s prayer is on fire. Notice that the confidence of verse 11 and the 
accusation of verse 7 live in the same prayer. Faith is not the absence of protest. It is protest that 
still says “But the LORD is with me.”

SEND · CLOSING QUESTIONS (15 MIN)

S1. What prayer have you been avoiding because it felt too angry, too raw, or too faithless to say to God?

S2. Where in your life is there a fire in the bones: something God has put in you that you cannot hold in, 
even when you are weary of it?
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LIVE IT THIS WEEK

• Once this week, pray the prayer you named in S1, out loud, alone, unedited. Start with the words 
“Lord, here is what I actually feel,” and do not clean it up. End with one line of 20:13 if you can; if 
you cannot, end like 20:18 and trust Him with the rest.

• Pray Psalm 13 slowly one evening this week. Notice the turn at verse 5, and notice that the psalmist 
earned it by praying verses 1-4 first.

• Check on one person you suspect is in a dark night. Do not fix them. Sit with them the way this 
chapter sits with us: honestly, without a forced happy ending.

CLOSING PRAYER

"Father, we bring You the prayers we have been hiding. The anger, the weariness, the questions 
with no answers yet. You kept Your prophet’s protest in Your book, so we trust You can bear 
ours. Keep the fire burning in our bones, and stay with us as a dread warrior through the night. 
Through Christ our Lord, who prayed with loud cries and tears. Amen." (Closing Prayer)

SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE

"But the LORD is with me as a dread warrior; therefore my persecutors will stumble, they will 
not overcome me." (Jeremiah 20:11, RSV2CE)
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A NEW COVENANT: A CATHOLIC JOURNEY THROUGH JEREMIAH

SESSION 5 · LEADER REFERENCE CARD

Every Passage in This Session
Jeremiah 20

Primary Text

• Jeremiah 20:1-6 · Pashhur, the beating, the stocks (Q1, Q3)

• Jeremiah 20:7-10 · the accusation; the taunt; the friends who watch (Q2-Q3)

• Jeremiah 20:9 · fire shut up in the bones (Q4, hinge)

• Jeremiah 20:11-13 · dread warrior; sudden praise (Q7, Q10, memory verse)

• Jeremiah 20:14-18 · the curse of the birthday; the unresolved ending (Q9)

Old Testament Roots

• Psalm 13 · the lament arc in miniature (steelman Q6, Live It)

• Psalm 22:1 · the lament Jesus prayed (Q8)

• Job 3:1-3 · the birthday curse parallel (Q9, compressible)

• Jeremiah 1:8, 1:19 · the founding promise recalled (Q10)

• The Confessions of Jeremiah · 11:18-12:6; 15:10-21; 17:14-18; 18:19-23; 20:7-18 (leader background; 
scholarly boundaries vary slightly)

New Testament Fulfillment

• Matthew 26:38-39 · Gethsemane (live discovery, Q8)

• Mark 15:34 · the cry from the cross (live discovery, Q8)

• Hebrews 5:7 · loud cries and tears (Q8 support)

• 1 Corinthians 9:16 · woe to me if I do not preach (live discovery, Q5)

• Philippians 4:4; 1 Thessalonians 5:18 · the steelman texts

Catechism

• CCC 2725 · prayer is a battle

• CCC 2584 · the prophets formed in wrestling prayer

• CCC 2605-2606 · the cry from the cross carries every human cry
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