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In the third century the first Christian monasteries wrote 
rules covering all aspects of life on their walls. The goal 
was to keep God at the centre of their individual and 
collective living.

The word ‘rule’ can bring to mind images of school 
regulations and legal requirements. But the word ‘rule’ 
really means ‘regular’ and so a rule of life is something 
to help us live our lives in regular contact with God, 
welcoming each new day/week as an opportunity to love 
and serve God and our neighbour. 

A rule of life offers a means by which “we might be 
liberated to find a sense of wholeness in the rhythm of 
life” and find “a framework for the enrichment of our 
own life, the life of the Order and the people of God 
amongst whom we live” (MDO). In comparison, the Rule 
of St Benedict emphasises the daily balance between 
work, rest and prayer lived out in community. 

A rule of life should enable us to develop a balanced, 
sustainable and enjoyable rhythm of life. Its purpose is 
to map out for us in a few practical ways the different 
dimensions of our calling, helping us to balance, rather 
than be driven by, the many demands of life. In this way 
we may live well in every area of our lives or, as John 
Greenleaf Whittier wrote: 

“Drop thy still dews of quietness,  
till all our strivings cease; 
take from our soul the strain and stress, 
and let our ordered lives confess 
the beauty of thy peace.”

Creating and sustaining a rule of life
 
Another meaning of the word ‘rule’ is (that of) a tool by 
which we draw lines and measure things. When creating 
a rule it is essential to remember we are not looking 
to make an ideal to strive towards. A rule needs to 
be life-giving, so it must be realistic! At the beginning 
stages of creating and following a rule of life it may be 
helpful to think of it as a minimum standard for your life 

that you do not wish to fall below. A rule needs to offer 
a realistic level of engaging in the spiritual disciplines 
to which you can genuinely and honestly be held 
accountable.

We all have our own unique relationship with God and 
we need to pay attention to that. It may therefore take 
time and experimentation to discern how in your own 
life you follow and adapt a rule of life to find a sense  
of wholeness: even then it will not be static forever. 
Over time a rule may need to be adapted and developed 
as we grow in Christ and our circumstances change. 
Rules are not intended to remain the same, nor is the 
intention, in a shared rule, that everyone will follow 
and live it out in exactly the same way. Any rule that 
becomes legalistic, or a way of earning points with  
God, or something we seek to impress others with, 
needs to go.

A rule of life should ultimately help you to love God  
and your neighbour more, and act as a tool that  
enables boundaries to be kept, and stock to be taken, 
of your living out of Christ’s calling – both individually 
and corporately.

A few rules for keeping a rule
 
1.  Listen to your heart’s desires. God can speak to us 

through our heart’s desires. Think about what gives 
you life.

2. Make sure your rule includes some joy, play and fun.

3.  Take small steps. Too demanding, and your rule will 
be impossible to keep.

4.  Ensure your rule is not too undemanding! Add a 
little bit of challenge too.

5.  Consider how much structure you need: lots or just 
a little? 

6.  Pay careful attention to your practices. This will help 
to prevent boredom.
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7.  Remember it is easy to fool yourself. How are you 
going to help yourself be accountable for keeping 
your rule? 

8.  Read your rule regularly. It is easy to skip over and 
forget the things you don’t like! 

9.  Recognise that you are human and at times keeping 
a rule of life will not be easy. Don’t give up; try 
again.

10.  Take time to review your rule occasionally. Don’t be 
afraid to make changes, or reshape it in the light of 
your observations.

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


