
  



 

Drawing on scripture and a long tradition of classics on Christian practices, 

Richard Foster’s “Celebration of Discipline” defines the moral and spiritual 

problem at the heart of all our other troubles. He says the root of all our 

troubles (sin) is a state of heart that finds expression in attitudes and ingrained 

habits that degrade and demean God’s precious gift of life. We are not capable 

of transforming ourselves. It is only by God’s grace that we are liberated from 

the ingrained pattern of sin. Though the gospel is simple, our experience of 

transformation by the gospel is not. In Matthew 12:43-45 Jesus teaches that 

when impure spirits are driven out but return to find the house empty, they 

bring with them other impure spirits to take up residence there. Ingrained 

patterns of sin must be replaced with new patterns of behavior. Spiritual 

disciplines are patterns of behavior that place us before God so that he can 

transform us. They are a means of actively training ourselves to seek and 

receive God’s transforming grace. 

We invite you to consider eight spiritual disciplines. Drawing from Foster’s 

classic work, the exercises and reflections on the following pages will serve as 

a guide as we explore: meditation, prayer, fasting, study, simplicity, solitude, 

service, and submission. Each week is arranged with opportunities for daily 

reflection and practice, but even one day of exploration will be of benefit if 

that is what you choose. Whether or not you share your decision to join us on 

this eight-week journey of discovery with anyone, please know that we are 

praying for you. Throughout the weeks we will be going before God seeking 

his vision of transformation and insight for those who choose to use this 

resource. We will be listening to God and praying that you might receive God’s 

grace, develop new devotional patterns of living, and experience a change of 

heart. 



 
Week 7 – Service 

Prior to issuing a new commandment to His disciples, Jesus shocked them by 

putting a towel around His waist and kneeling to wash their feet. “I have given 

you an example, that you also should do as I have done to you.”  We celebrate 

this new mandate to love and serve one another. The service Jesus calls us to 

is not blind to rank or order of importance; in fact, it is specifically related to 

the order of authority within the fellowship. But it turns upside down the 

world’s scheme of authority and importance. The greatest is the one who 

submits to and serves the needs of the least. The one who submits and serves 

the needs of the least enjoys the closest position to Christ. This redefinition of 

leadership and re-interpretation of ruling was, and still is, scandalous and 

uncomfortable.  

The discipline of service cannot be effectively practiced unless we understand 

the difference between self-righteous service and Christ-like service. Self-

righteous is motivated by or seeks to project a righteous self-image. It is 

always in the company of pride and does not make any sacrifice that is not 

calculated to earn a fair profit in social capital. True service that reflects Christ 

is found alongside humility. It is rendered without a thought about who will 

see or what impression it will make. It is not carefully dispensed to those most 

worthy or those whose innocence renders their need more palatable. True 

service is rendered indiscriminately in response to the simple presence of 

someone who is in need. True service does not assert its aid upon recipients 

but humbly offers assistance, allowing those served to retain the dignity that is 

due to all by virtue of the image of God in which they were created. True 

service does not seek to distinguish itself but disappears in the community 

that is drawn to and strengthened by it. 

There are many forms of true service, but they all challenge our desire to be 

self-sufficient and unaffected by the struggle of others. It requires an 

unsettling level of vulnerability and availability in relationship to others. 

Without the discipline of simplicity, our capacity for service is critically 

constrained. Without the resilience that comes through the discipline of 

solitude, we will be hopelessly drawn to service that is self-serving. True 

service is a pattern that we can learn and which the Holy Spirit is constantly 

urging us to pursue. Those who learn it find that service itself is its own reward 

and they have no need of any other. 
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Sunday 

Day 1 - Service: Listening 

“The first service that one owes to others in the fellowship consists of listening 

to them. Just as love to God begins with listening to His Word, so the 

beginning of love for the brethren is learning to listen to them.”  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

We do not need to be trained counselors to be good listeners. All we need is 

compassion for each other and patience. Good listening does not involve 

offering advice or providing an analysis of what you hear. We do not need to 

and should in fact refrain from offering answers. Frequently we see questions 

where there is only a desire to be heard and honored as important enough to 

be listened to. It is also better to acknowledge when we are distracted rather 

than faking attentiveness. This will help hold us accountable for rendering the 

authentic service that is due, rather than coasting through our relationships 

without investing ourselves in them. An attentive listener is committed to 

hearing accurately what is being shared, rather than noticing what we think or 

feel about what is being said. 

Reflect on a recent time when someone shared something with you. 

What kind of things were competing with them for your attention? 

 

What kind of response did you feel was expected of you? 

 

 

Did this expectation come from them, or did it arise in your own mind? 

 

 

What level of patience did listening require, and did you have the patience to 

listen well? 
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Monday 

Day 2 - Service: Bearing the Burdens of Others 

Bearing one another’s burdens is a discipline that can be learned. It is not 

simply a matter of letting others share their concerns or sorrows with us. It 

requires that we seek to see ourselves in their situation, empathizing with how 

they feel and what they are experiencing. When someone takes the risk of 

sharing a burden, a faithful service requires that we acknowledge their 

courage and let them know that we recognize similarities between our 

experience and theirs. It is not necessary to share the details of our 

experience. Doing so will shift the focus away from their experience to our 

own. Even if their experience is completely unfamiliar to our own, we can at 

least express our desire to know what they are going through so that we can 

be with them in a meaningful and supportive way. To bear another’s burdens, 

we must be vulnerable to their suffering. We must feel it’s weight. Practicing 

this form of service can only be sustained if we also offer the weight of their 

burden to God. Otherwise, we will quickly become overwhelmed. 

 

Ask a close friend to practice this form of service with you.  

Take turns as the one sharing and then as the one listening.  

When listening, respond with short statements to:  

• let them know you can relate to what they are experiencing, 

or that you are interested in understanding what they are feeling. 

• express your gratitude that they are comfortable sharing with you. 

• share that you are ready to stand with them and support them. 

You can also ask questions to learn more, but focus more on how they are 

feeling and how the burden is affecting the state of their heart and mind. 

After taking turns, share with each other what it was like to share. Be specific 

about how the responses felt. 

You do not need to pray together, but you may. Whether or not you pray 

together, make a point of praying before the end of your day. Share with God 

how you feel about what you heard and what you want for your friend.  
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What about your practice with bearing your friend’s burden was challenging? 

 

 

 

 

What about it was meaningful? 

 

 

 

Which was harder, listening attentively to them or sharing openly with them? 

 

Why is this harder? 

 

 

 

How did it feel to lift your friend’s burden to God in prayer? 

 

 

Did you feel the weight of their concern, and did sharing it with God affect 

how you felt that weight? 
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Tuesday 

Day 3 – Service: Small Things  

“The second service that one should perform for another in Christian 

community is that of active helpfulness. This means, initially, simple assistance 

in trifling, external matters. … Nobody is too good for the meanest service. 

One who worries about the loss of time that such petty, outward acts of 

helpfulness entail is usually taking the importance of his own career too 

solemnly”      Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

The opportunity for heroic sacrifices of time and energy only come to us now 

and then. But the opportunity to perform small helpful services to others is a 

daily occurrence. We are often drawn to or seek out big heroic forms of 

service as a way of proving to ourselves and others that we are committed 

disciples of Jesus. But faithfulness in small things on a day-to-day basis is truly 

heroic because it requires a continual stream of small sacrifices that many find 

unbearable. It is in these small acts of service that we confront the significant 

chronic challenges that plague our lives. Richard Foster points out that this is 

truly significant service, but “our infatuation with the big deal has blinded us 

to this fact.” 

 

What keeps you from responding to opportunities for service in small things? 

 

 

Give an example of a small act of service that you recently performed? 

 

Give an example of a small act of service that you chose not to perform? 

 

What significant chronic challenges do these small things reveal? 
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How have you experienced these challenges in your own life? 

 

 

How do you feel about others who are dealing with these challenges? 

 

 

Do the small acts of service in response to these challenges make a difference? 

 

 

Make a list of specific small acts of service that you are willing to perform and 

a list of small acts of service that you resist or avoid. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spend time reflecting on the impact of these small services and pray that God 

would give you insight about their significance in His effort to redeem the 

world and establish His holy Kingdom. 
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Wednesday 

Day 4 – Service: Being Served 

Allowing others to serve us is an act of humility which recognizes their value 

and capacity to offer something of value to others. This kind of vulnerability is 

a unique form of service to others. By offering others the opportunity to aid or 

comfort us, and by receiving their aid or comfort with humility and gratitude, 

we offer an external affirmation of the Holy Spirit’s internal validation of God’s 

perfect love for them. It is a definitive “yes” in response to the questions: Am I 

worthy of love? Do I have anything of significance to contribute to the world? 

This is not an optional form of service. Richard Foster writes, “Those who, out 

of pride, refuse to be served are failing to submit to the divinely appointed 

leadership in the Kingdom of God.” 

 

What is difficult about allowing others to serve us? 

 

 

 

 

 

How could allowing yourself to be served have an undesirable impact on how 

you see yourself, or how others see you? 
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How do you imagine God would feel about us surrendering to the service 

others offer to us? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How might offering those who are younger the opportunity to perform service 

for us affect how they see themselves? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How is this different from assigning chores and responsibilities to those under 

our authority?  
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Thursday 

Day 5 – Service: Respect & Courtesy 

One of the ways we are called to serve each other is to treat each other with 

respect and courtesy. Respect is the practice of extending to others a 

charitable spirit regarding them as unique individuals loved by God, possessing 

the same authority and responsibility that we possess by virtue of the free-will 

God has given to all people. Respect does not free us from the task of holding 

each other accountable, but it does embody the directive to “judge not lest ye 

be judged.”  Courtesy is a form of service that is closely linked to the practice 

of respect towards others and one which has fallen on hard times. We have 

come to venerate “frank speech” as an expression of strength and conviction, 

but which is a thin façade covering our uncharitable attitude towards others 

with whom we disagree. Titus 3:2 reminds us that we “are to be gentle, and to 

show perfect courtesy toward all men.”  

 

How does it feel when someone extends common courtesy to you, 

acknowledging you and expressing concern for your well-being? 

 

 

 

 

How does it feel when you are not acknowledged by others? 

 

 

 

What does it cost you to treat others with courtesy and respect? 
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When someone does something that causes you to lose respect for them, 

what feelings do you experience? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How would it strike you if someone shared with you privately that they felt 

disappointed by something you said or did? 

 

 

 

 

 

How would it feel different if, instead, they called you out in front of others, or 

complained to someone else about what you said or did? 
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Friday 

Day 6 – Service:  Service Rendered in Secret 

1 “Be careful not to practice your righteousness in front of others to be seen 

by them. If you do, you will have no reward from your Father in heaven. 

2 So when you give to the needy, do not announce it with trumpets, as the 

hypocrites do in the synagogues and on the streets, to be honored by others. 

Truly I tell you, they have received their reward in full. 3 But when you give to 

the needy, do not let your left hand know what your right hand is doing, 4 so 

that your giving may be in secret. Then your Father, who sees what is done in 

secret, will reward you.”  

Matthew 6:1-4 

 

What other reasons might we have for rendering service to one another? 

 

 

 

 

Why does being recognized by others for our service feel good? 

 

 

 

How can receiving or not receiving recognition affect our desire to offer 

service in the future? 
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Who has the power to resolve our longing for significance and validation?  

 

 

 

 

What are the dangers of relying on other people for our sense of significance 

and self-worth? 

 

 

 

 

Does our choice to serve one another achieve more than the specific act of 

service itself?  

 

 

 

What larger purpose might service have in God’s Kingdom? 

 

 

 

 

Choose one act of service to perform in a way that cannot be seen or 

recognized by others. Resolve to do it with humility, resisting the tendency 

towards pride.  
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Saturday 

Day 7 Service: Guarding One Another’s Reputation 

It is up to us to initiate the outward discipline of respect and courtesy towards 

others. But when we observe others degrading or speaking ill of others who 

are not present, the discipline of guarding one another’s reputation is our 

response to the disrespect that this kind of talk represents. It is a form of 

service that requires courage but is ultimately grounded in a genuine love for 

one another, both the one whose reputation is being slandered and the ones 

who are being disrespectful by either participating in the slander or by simply 

listening to it without rebuking those who are. We might want to go and share 

with that individual what others were saying about them. Though we might 

believe that we are being supportive, this only feeds the pattern of indirect 

communication and inflicts the pain of the words without any opportunity for 

healthy resolution. Unless it is directly and consistently confronted, this kind of 

indirect venting of frustration or disappointment in each other will become 

poisonous and eat away at the fellowship of believers from within.  

 

Can you recall a time when someone has bent your ear to vent their 

frustration with someone else? How did you respond? 

 

 

 

How could you let the other person know how they are being disrespectful 

and offer them an opportunity to share their burden of disappointment, 

focusing on how they feel rather than the other person’s actions or character? 
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If you find it difficult to speak up in these situations, what do you hope to gain 

by avoiding the immediate confrontation? 

 

 

 

 

What would it cost you to speak up in these instances? 

 

 

 

 

How might it benefit the person being slandered, regardless of their 

awareness that you guarded them? 

 

 

 

 

Why is it important to guard the reputation of everyone, even those who may 

have disappointed or frustrated us personally?  

 

 

 


