
Discovering Your Rule of Life 
 
For centuries, monastics have lived by rules of life.  Benedict’s rule (516 CE) is one of 
the first, although there are rules that pre-date his.  His rule “is concerned with life: 
what it’s about, what it demands, how to live it”, Joan Chittister says in her book, 
Insight for the Ages. This rule became the cornerstone of monastic existence.  It 
became the rule upon which most future rules were based.  Or, at the very least, it 
influenced and inspired most subsequent Catholic orders to some degree. 
 
Br. Mark Brown from Society of Saint John the Evangelist in the video series called 
Growing a Rule explores why someone might want to make the effort to live this way.  
He quotes the poet Mary Oliver’s poem A Summer Day where she asks the question, 
“What are you going to do with your one wild and precious life?” He reflects that life is 
precious and given to us by God.  And God’s desire for us is that we live fully and 
joyfully.  A rule is simply a tool to help keep us oriented toward growth into Christ-
likeness. 
 
People who desire to go deeper, to grow spiritually, who have a thirst for knowledge of 
God look to the monastics for guidance, and what they first find is an exhortation to 
live some sort of rule of life. Formal rules make sense for monastics. Generally 
speaking, they live separated from the world; they live an alternative lifestyle, so the 
“normal” structures of the secular human life have disappeared and need to be 
recreated.  The structures might be going to work every day, raising children, caring for 
a home, and fitting into the fabric of the local community.  Rules of life answer 
questions like, How do I spend my time? What work shall I do? How will I worship and 
pray and how often?  How will I continue to grow in Christ’s image? What will give my 
life purpose? What are my core values?  
 
As a spiritual director I work with people who are not monks, yet have this thirst for 
God, and who want to experience deeper spirituality. I have come to notice that 
basically, everyone already has a rule of life.  Our lives have a framework. They have 
structures. We have vocations. We have core values. And we have practices that form 
us (maybe or maybe not in ways we would consciously choose).  Yet, we don’t usually 
look at our lives that way. Most people would probably not proclaim that they live by a 
rule. Yet the framework is there, and so are the practices.  So, the issue isn’t that we 
don’t have a rule of life, it’s that we have never consciously thought about what is our 
rule of life, and if it is helping us become who God created us to be?   
 
When we make the decision to try to live according to some sort of rule, super-
imposing one, even a gentle one, onto a full and busy life can feel daunting and like the 
to-do list suddenly grew.  It can also feel unnatural, like wearing a garment that doesn’t 
quite fit.   
 



I like to invite people to discover their rules of life, not totally create one from scratch.  
Once discovered and examined, then we can begin to probe and ask questions, and, 
as necessary, make small tweaks and additions (or deletions!).  Discovering our rule of 
life is part of waking up, of becoming conscious to how we live, and how God works in 
our life on an every-day basis.   
 
There are many ways of framing your rule of life.  You may be familiar with some of 
these ways.  Some people make a list.  Some people have categories.  There are short 
workbooks that monastic orders create for lay people based on their rules.  Some 
people write elaborate, Benedict-style rules that are more complicated.   
 
The framework we will explore in our Zoom retreat is a simple, uncomplicated 
structure.  It is a good foundation, and if you wanted to elaborate on it – adding more 
categories, fleshing it out – you could easily build on it in the future.   
 
 
 


