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Introduction
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer is often quoted as saying, “The 
renewal of the Church will come from a new type of 
monasticism which only has in common with the old 
an uncompromising allegiance to the Sermon on the 
‘Mount’.  It is high time men and women banded 
together to do this.”

The Church over the last few decades has seen some 
of what Bonhoeffer spoke about come into fruition. 
Today we find in our Church a language where people 
describe themselves as being part of a ‘new monastic 
community’. This is more than mere language, but a 
description of groups of people being called together to 
share their lives and their faith intentionally in rhythm 
with each other and with the Holy Spirit.

At the heart of these communities of people is the 
deep desire to be ‘banded together’ – to share life (the 
good and the bad), to read Scripture, to pray and to 
be held accountable to one another. This has primarily 
come through the common rule of life, held within the 
community. 

For many people, the pressures of daily life mean that 
finding time for family and faith can become difficult. 
The idea of finding a balance in life is one that has 
become very appealing to many, both within the Church 
and to those who profess no faith.

Finding balance
 
Where and how we find balance to our lives is a crucial 
question for many people, with the pressures of home, 
work and the desire to find a sense of fulfilment in our 
being. Regularly on television there are programmes 
where people seek to change to a different lifestyle to 
escape the ‘rat race’.

The idea of finding balance in our lives is not to be seen 
as running away, but rather as something which for 
each individual brings back a sense of order and rhythm 
where the things that form who we are seem to have got 
out of sync.

In his book Cave Refectory Road, Ian Adams says of a 
rule of life that it is, 

“[a] rhythm of life - the traditional monastic rule of life 
reinterpreted, bringing freedom and creativity through a 
new understanding of time.”

About 20 years ago, I was accepted into the Methodist 
Diaconal Order (MDO) as a student deacon. At the time 
I had little understanding of either a religious order or 
a rule of life. The MDO had come out of the Wesley 
Deaconess Order in the Methodist Church and I had 
in some distant memory heard of their ‘sisters’. The 
prospect of being called ‘Brother Andrew’ filled me with 
a rather large cringe factor. Thankfully for me, within the 
new MDO all were officially titled deacon.

I soon learnt that one of the main features of the MDO 
was that it is a religious order and as such had a rule 
of life. It was something at first that I wanted to rebel 
against, but over the years have come to love and 
cherish it.

Living by a rule of life has enabled a structure around 
which to place both ministry and personal life. It hasn’t 
always been easy. But a rule of life enables me to explore 
and express my faith with friends and family, and also 
provides the structure and the permission to seek out 
spaces and places where I can be alone with God.

Living with a rule of life
 
There are many religious orders/communities and as 
such there are many rules of life. The important factor 
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in wanting to live by a rule of life, is finding a community 
that resonates with the whole being of your life. A rule 
is not something that only impacts on one’s spiritual 
life, but will have great influence on family, work and 
leisure.

A rule of life for many people can become liberating 
and transforming, not just through the knowledge that 
it is a personal guide to living, but also that it is held 
in the context of a community. Although the MDO is a 
religious order for deacons in the Methodist Church, 
there are many ecumenical religious communities (both 
well-established and new flourishing ones) available and 
open to all who seek to live this way.

When seeking to find a balance through a rule of life 
it is essential that the rule in itself does not become 
something that stifles spiritual growth. Rather, as the 
MDO Rule of Life states, 

“The Rule is not compulsory, but it is hoped that it 
will be freely followed and adapted to each deacon’s 
lifestyle. It provides a framework for the hectic rhythm 
of everyday  life and may become a blessing and a joy, 
bringing glory to God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” 
 
 
 

Conclusion
 
Having a daily rhythm to life found through the traditions 
of a monastic rule of life, helps us to enter into the 
flow of both the community to which the rule belongs 
and to develop rhythm in our own being. For many 
Christians this rhythm is already there in some form or 
other through daily Bible reading and prayer in which 
we engage. The rule of life can help this personal 
commitment become something that is held in both 
heart and community. It is also something that gives the 
individual the opportunity to see what God is doing and 
enter into the Missio Dei (‘mission of God’ or ‘sending 
of God’).

Going further
 
For resources on new monasticism see

Graham Cray (ed), New Monasticism as Fresh Expression 
of Church (Norwich, Canterbury Press, 2011)

Ian Adams, Cave Refectory Road (Norwich, Canterbury 
Press, 2010)

For websites exploring rules of life, visit 
www.methodistdiaconalorder.org.uk  
www.northumbriacommunity.org 
www.freshexpressions.org.uk/guide/examples/
monastic 

For a range of resources on engaging spiritual practices, 
visit www.deepeningdiscipleship.org.uk 


