
Writing a rule of life

Exploring Devotion

The Revd Ian Bell is a Methodist minister who is currently a member of the Connexial Team. Ian 
coordinates Venture FX, the pioneering ministries scheme of the Methodist Church, and also blogs 
about its work (http://venturefxpioneer.blogspot.co.uk). 

Discipleship is concerned with our spiritual formation so, 
if we are eager to deepen our discipleship, it seems like 
a good idea to give serious attention to how that process 
of formation might best be nourished! Some people have 
found it helpful to develop a rule of life in order to provide 
a healthy framework within which they can be intentional 
about their formation as Christian disciples.

What is a rule of life?

A rule of life is usually a simple statement of some 
values or practices which we attempt to follow in 
order to shape our spiritual journey and formation as 
disciples. In The vision and the vow (Kingsway, 2005), 
a contemporary advocate of the value of a rule of life, 
and founder of the 24/7 prayer movement, Pete Grieg, 
suggests:

“A rule of life is a set of principles and practices we 
build into the rhythm of our daily lives, helping us to 
deepen our relationship with God and to serve him more 
faithfully.”

Who uses a rule of life? 
 
Observing a rule of life has commended itself to 
a variety of people throughout Christian history. 
Franciscan communities, for instance, are committed 
“to observe the holy gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
living in obedience, in poverty and in chastity”. The 
Benedictines observed a rather more complicated rule, 
designed for the rhythm of monastic life, and running 
into 73 chapters!

The value that John Wesley placed on rules of life has 
inspired Methodists for many generations. Perhaps 
this stemmed from his experience of growing up in 
the Epworth rectory where family life was structured 
according to clearly defined rules. His first Methodist 
society, which was established in London’s Fetter  
Lane a few weeks before his Aldersgate experience, was 
based on 11 rules. Many people have adopted what is 
sometimes referred to John Wesley’s ‘rules for life’:

“Do all the good you can, 
by all the means you can, 
in all the ways you can, 
in all the places you can, 
at all the times you can, 
to all the people you can, 
as long as ever you can!”

Although there is no evidence that the words actually 
originated with Wesley, they do resonate closely with his 
writings. 

In 1743, John and Charles Wesley established three 
general rules of life for Methodist societies:

“First, by doing no harm, by avoiding evil in every kind.

Secondly, by doing good, by being merciful after (your) 
power.

Thirdly, by attending on all the ordinances of God.”

Methodist VentureFX pioneers spent over 12 months 
reflecting together on their evolution as a community 
of pioneer mission before identifying innovation, 
imagination and incarnation as key values which could 
be expressed in a daily, weekly, monthly and yearly 
rhythm. The Methodist Diaconal Order has at the centre 
of its self-understanding a rule of life by which deacons, 
“might be liberated to find a sense of wholeness in the 
rhythm of life”.

The Inspire Network, the Order of Mission, and the 
Order of the Mustard Seed offer other contemporary 
examples of how a rule of life helps individuals, 
communities and organisations in their discipleship and 
spiritual formation. 
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How could I develop my own rule of life?
 
It is important that you develop a rule of life that is 
authentic and appropriate for you. So whether you are 
doing this is an individual or a community you may want 
to consider the following suggestions:

l  Take time to reflect on your spiritual journey. 
What direction would you like to see it take in the 
future?

l  Which are the areas of weakness you would like to 
address, and which are the strengths you would like 
to develop further?

l  Which practices have proved helpful in the past, and 
which spiritual habits or disciplines might be life-
giving in the future?

l  If you are doing this as part of a community, what 
is the ethos and identity of that community and how 
might a rule of life express that appropriately?

By all means look at what others have done but the rule 
of life you develop will need to be authentically your own 
and emerge from your own self-reflection as a disciple 
of Jesus.

It’s important that any rule of life you decide to adopt 
is quite simple – the more complicated it becomes, the 
less likely you are to follow it! It is also important that 
the pattern you establish is sufficiently rigorous without 
being so overwhelming that you are tempted to give up. 
The rule of the Northumbria Commnity is very succinct: 
“availability and vulnerability”.

It’s best to take time over the process of reflecting on 
yourself as a person and your spiritual journey – it is 
better to take longer and develop something which is 
authentic and life-giving, than to be too hasty and be 
disappointed. And there’s no reason why your rule of  
life can’t be an evolving pattern that reflects your  

growth in grace and your changing circumstances or 

lifestyle.

It’s also important that you view your rule as a framework 

to support your growth in spiritual maturity, not as a legal 

code or a stairway of merit. Writing it down and keeping 

it somewhere where you will see it regularly and be 

reminded of it is probably a good idea too.

Once you have established a rule, you may find it  

helpful to find others who will help you to follow. An 

individual (perhaps a spiritual director) or a group 

of people who share mutual accountability such as 

those related to the Inspire Network, would be worth 

considering.

Going further
 

Three books which may help you in your further 

reflections on spiritual disciplines and a rule of life:

l  Richard Foster, Celebration of discipline (Hodder & 

Stoughton, 1980)

l  Ian Adams, Cave, refectory, road (Canterbury Press, 

2010)

l  Graham Cray (ed), New monasticism as fresh 

expression of Church (Canterbury Press, 2010)

Some useful website of groups or orders with a rule  

of life:

The Benedictine Order – www.osb.org

The Inspire Network – www.inspire-network.org.uk

The Methodist Diaconal Order – 

www.methodistdiaconalorder.org.uk 

The Northumbria Community – 

www.northumbriacommunity.org 

The Order of Mission – www.missionorder.org

Order of the Mustard Seed – www.mustardseedorder.com

VentureFX – 

www.methodist.org.uk/mission/venture-fx


