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Introduction

Christian spiritual formation is the lifelong process of becoming more fully conformed
to the likeness of Christ for the sake of others. It is not self-improvement dressed in
religious language, but grace-enabled participation in the life of God. This book invites
you into that participation through time-tested disciplines and practical tools that
cultivate prayer, solitude, and growth. It offers a clear path for a single year while
honoring the truth that transformation unfolds at the Spirit's pace.

The journey here is intentionally structured yet gentle. Across twelve months you will
attend to core practices—prayer, fasting, Scripture meditation, Sabbath rest, retreat,
examen, and communal engagement—so that your days gain holy rhythm. Each
chapter provides teaching, guided exercises, and journaling prompts designed to
move learning from ideas to embodied habits. Quarterly retreats help you step back
for deeper listening, and regular check-ins invite honest assessment without shame.

Because people are different, formation must be personal. Some encounter God most
readily in silence, others in service; some through study, others through beauty and
song. This manual recognizes diverse temperaments and encourages you to lean into
the pathways that fit your wiring while stretching into practices that strengthen weak
muscles. Likewise, our seasons of life—student or retiree, single or married, caregiver
or professional—shape the way we pray and the time we can offer. You will find
tailored suggestions so the same grace can meet you in different circumstances.

Formation is also communal. While you can journey through these pages alone with
God, you are encouraged to gather a few companions. Small group tools, covenant
guidelines, and mentoring helps appear throughout the book so that you can listen
together, practice together, and hold one another in prayer. Communities do not
replace solitude; they anchor it in love and mutual encouragement.

Expect both resistance and joy. Any reordering of desires will surface distractions,
impatience, and hidden fears. Yet the fruit of the Spirit grows quietly in ordinary soil: a
steadying peace, a deepening compassion, a freer generosity. Rather than measuring
progress by perfection, this year invites you to notice subtle shifts—more
attentiveness in prayer, quicker repentance, more spaciousness toward your neighbor,
a renewed delight in God.

How should you use this book? Begin by crafting a simple rule of life—a trellis that
supports growth rather than a cage that confines it. Choose two or three core
practices for daily and weekly rhythm, add a monthly focus, and schedule quarterly
retreats. Engage the exercises and journaling prompts with honesty, and bring your
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reflections to God in prayer. If you are journeying with others, set a regular meeting
time to share, listen, and intercede.

Above all, remember that formation is response, not achievement. The disciplines do
not earn God’s favor; they open us to receive what love already offers. Enter this year
with expectancy and patience, trusting that as you attend to God in prayer and
solitude—and as you walk with others in community—the Spirit will quietly shape your
life into a living testimony of grace.
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CHAPTER ONE: Crafting Your Rule of Life: Designing
a Year of Formation

There is a moment, usually sometime in December or early January, when a person
feels a pull toward something better. Not necessarily dramatic—no thunderclap or
burning bush—but a quiet recognition that the current rhythm of life has drifted from
the deeper current of faith. Maybe you have noticed it in the way prayer has become a
brief sentence squeezed between emails and errands. Maybe it is the way silence feels
uncomfortable rather than inviting. Maybe someone you admire said something about
their spiritual life and you thought, "l used to care about that sort of thing."

Whatever brought you to this book, the feeling is familiar to most people who have
tried to grow in faith. The desire is real. The follow-through is harder. Not because you
lack willpower, but because intention without structure tends to dissolve within a few
weeks. This is why centuries of Christian tradition have emphasized the value of a rule
of life—a simple, written framework that holds your spiritual aspirations in place while
leaving enough room for grace, failure, and the unpredictable work of the Holy Spirit.

The phrase "rule of life" may sound rigid, legalistic, or vaguely monastic. It conjures
images of medieval monks copying manuscripts by candlelight or nuns rising at three
in the morning for chanted prayers. And while those images are not entirely
wrong—rules of life did originate in monastic communities—they have always been, at
their core, deeply personal documents. A rule is not a punishment. It is a trellis. It
gives a climbing plant something to grow on without dictating which direction the
leaves turn.

The word "rule" in this context comes from the Latin regula, which means a standard
or pattern, and the Greek canon, which means a measuring stick. Neither of these
words implies harshness. They imply orientation—a way of measuring your days
against the things that matter most so that your life does not slip past you in a blur of
reactivity and good intentions. Think of it as a personal constitution for the spiritual
life, written in pencil rather than carved in stone, meant to be revised as you learn
what the Spirit is shaping in you.

Every major figure in the Christian tradition who took formation seriously had
something like a rule. Saint Benedict wrote his famous Rule for monks in the sixth
century, and it is still used today because of its startling balance between rigor and
mercy. Saint Ignatius of Loyola developed his Spiritual Exercises as a structured thirty-
day retreat framework that has guided millions. John Wesley, the founder of
Methodism, designed small group accountability structures that were essentially
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communal rules of life for ordinary people who were not cloistered in monasteries but
lived in cities, worked jobs, and raised children. Richard Foster, Dallas Willard, and
many contemporary writers have continued this tradition, translating ancient practices
into language and structures that fit modern life.

What all of these share is a common insight: spiritual growth does not happen by
accident. It requires deliberate attention, repeated practice, and honest reflection. A
rule of life is simply the document where you write down what you are committing to
attend to, how often, and in what way. It is the bridge between the desire for
transformation and the daily decisions that either support or undermine that desire.

Before you write a single word of your rule, it helps to take stock. Not of your failures,
though those will inevitably surface, but of your actual life as it is right now. Most
people who sit down to design a spiritual growth plan make the mistake of starting
with ideals. They write down what they wish their life looked like—the early morning
prayer time, the daily Scripture reading, the weekly fast—and then they try to live that
vision starting Monday. By the second week, the plan has collapsed, and they feel
worse than before.

The better approach is to start with reality. Grab a notebook or open a blank document
and spend a few minutes describing your actual week. When do you wake up? What
does a typical weekday look like from start to finish? What about the weekend? When,
honestly, are you most alert and most drained? When do you already have moments
of natural quiet, even if you do not currently use them for prayer? When do you feel
most rushed, most scattered, most numb?

This is not a time for judgment. You are simply mapping the terrain of your life so that
you can build your rule on solid ground rather than on aspirational fantasies. A rule of
life that ignores your actual schedule, your energy patterns, and your limitations will
not survive the first month. One that is built on an honest understanding of how you
actually live has a fighting chance.

Take a moment now to write a brief description of your typical week. Include the non-
negotiables—work hours, commute, childcare, meals, sleep. Then note the flexible
time, the margins, the spaces where you could realistically place a new practice. Even
fifteen minutes counts. Spiritual formation has always been more about faithfulness in
small spaces than about grand, uninterrupted retreats.

The Rule of Life Worksheet
Sit down with a blank page and draw four columns across the top. Label them Daily,
Weekly, Monthly, and Quarterly. In each column, write down what you are already

doing in that rhythm that is either nourishing or draining. For example, under Daily
you might write, "Morning coffee in quiet" or "Scrolling phone before bed." Under
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Weekly you might write, "Sunday worship" or "Wednesday evening exhaustion." The
point is to see your week as it actually is before you decide what you want to add or
change.

This exercise often reveals surprising things. People discover that they already have a
daily window of ten or fifteen minutes that they waste on anxious news consumption
but could redirect toward contemplative prayer. Others realize that their only real
silence happens in the car during a commute, which is actually a decent place to
practice a brief listening prayer. The goal is not to manufacture a life you do not have.
It is to notice the life you do have and invite God more fully into it.

Now, with that honest inventory in front of you, it is time to think about what belongs
in your rule. The chapters that follow this one will walk you through specific
disciplines—prayer, Scripture meditation, fasting, Sabbath, solitude, examen,
intercession, simplicity, hospitality, and others. You do not need to include all of them
in your first draft of the rule. In fact, you should not. A first rule should be modest. Two
or three daily practices and one weekly commitment is plenty. A monthly focus and
one quarterly retreat round out the year nicely.

Why so few? Because the purpose of a rule is not to burden you with spiritual
obligations. The purpose is to create enough structure that your life begins to develop
a rhythm, a pulse, a cadence that makes attentiveness to God increasingly natural.
Too many practices too soon will overwhelm you and turn the rule into a source of
guilt rather than grace. Start small. Stay consistent. Add later if the Spirit and your
energy levels invite you to.

Think of it like learning a musical instrument. Nobody picks up a guitar and
immediately plays a concerto. You learn three chords, practice them until they are in
your fingers, and then add a fourth. A rule of life works the same way. The first version
should feel almost too easy. If you can maintain it on your worst week, it is the right
size.

As you consider which practices to include, think about the four classic categories that
have anchored Christian formation for centuries. The first category is inward
practices—those that shape your inner life. Prayer, meditation, examen, and journaling
all fall here. These are the practices that train your attention, quiet your anxious mind,
and open your heart to God's voice. Every rule of life should include at least one
inward practice as a daily anchor.

The second category is upward practices—those oriented toward worship and
adoration. The Daily Office, contemplative prayer, Eucharistic adoration, and singing
all belong here. These practices orient your life toward God not as a task to be
accomplished but as a reality to be received. Even a brief morning prayer of praise can
function as an upward practice if it is done with intention.
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The third category is outward practices—those that shape how you relate to other
people. Hospitality, service, justice work, confession, and mentoring are outward
practices. They move you beyond your own spiritual experience into the mess and
beauty of community. A rule of life that is only inward risks becoming self-absorbed.
These practices ensure that your inner work bears fruit in the world.

The fourth category is downward practices—those that involve sacrifice, surrender,
and letting go. Fasting, simplicity, solitude, and confession all have a downward
quality. They strip away comfort and self-sufficiency and teach you to depend on God
in concrete ways. These are often the hardest practices to sustain, but they are also
the ones that produce the deepest growth.

A well-rounded rule of life will include at least one practice from each of these four
categories, though not all of them need to appear at the same frequency. Your daily
anchor might be an inward practice like Scripture meditation, while your weekly
outward practice is a hospitality commitment and your monthly downward practice is
a twenty-four-hour fast from screens or food. The quarterly retreat, treated in a later
chapter, serves as an intensive version of all four categories rolled into one.

One of the most important things to decide when building your rule is timing. Not just
when you will practice, but when you are most likely to actually follow through.
Research on habit formation consistently shows that attaching a new behavior to an
existing habit is far more effective than relying on willpower alone. If you always make
coffee at seven in the morning, attach your prayer time to that coffee. If you have a
lunch break at work, use the first five minutes of it for a brief examen. If you read
before bed, replace ten minutes of phone use with Scripture meditation.

Write down your chosen practice times in your rule. Be specific. "l will pray in the
morning" is vague and will drift. "I will sit in the living room with my coffee at 6:45
a.m. and pray the Examen for ten minutes" is concrete and has a built-in trigger.
Vagueness is the enemy of consistency. Specificity is your friend.

There will be people reading this who are in seasons of extraordinary busyness. New
parents. Caregivers for aging relatives. People working multiple jobs. Students under
crushing academic loads. If you are in one of these seasons, your rule of life may need
to be radically simplified. That is not a failure. That is wisdom. A rule that accounts for
the reality of your season is infinitely more valuable than an ambitious rule that you
abandon in two weeks. Even one minute of intentional prayer a day, done consistently,
is a genuine act of formation. Do not let the tyranny of the ideal rob you of the power
of the small and faithful.

Another practical consideration is the physical document itself. Write your rule down.
Put it somewhere you will see it daily—taped to your bathroom mirror, tucked into
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your Bible, saved as the wallpaper on your phone. A rule that exists only in your mind
has a way of evaporating under the pressure of routine. Something written, something
visible, serves as a gentle reminder of the commitment you have made. It also serves
as an invitation. Every time you see it, you are being asked, in the gentlest possible
way, whether you are willing to show up for yourself and for God today.

You should also consider building a rhythm of review into your rule. Once a month,
take fifteen minutes to sit with your rule and ask two simple questions: Am | doing
what | said | would do? And has anything changed in my life that requires an
adjustment? The first question keeps you honest. The second question keeps the rule
alive. A rule that cannot be revised is a rule that will eventually break you rather than
form you. The goal is responsiveness, not rigidity.

It is worth pausing here to address a concern that many people carry silently when
they hear the phrase "rule of life." Some of you have grown up in religious
environments where rules were wielded as weapons—Ilists of things you had to do to
earn love, approval, or God's favor. If the word "rule" makes your stomach tighten, if
you feel a wave of resistance or shame rising as you consider writing one, that
reaction deserves compassion, not dismissal.

A Christian rule of life is not a return to legalism. It is the opposite. Legalism says, "If
you do these things, you will be acceptable." A rule of life says, "Because you are
already acceptable, here is a way to practice receiving and extending that love." The
disciplines are not conditions. They are responses. They are the way you practice
living in the reality that you are loved before you prove anything. Every time you sit
down to pray, you are not earning God's attention. You are responding to attention
already given.

This distinction matters more than any practical tip in this chapter. If you carry your
rule like a backpack full of rocks, you are carrying it wrong. If you carry it like a
compass—useful, light, occasionally checked and recalibrated—you are carrying it
right.

One final thought before you draft your rule: invite someone else into the process. This
does not have to be elaborate. Find one person you trust—a friend, a mentor, a
spouse, a pastor—share your rule with them, and ask them to pray for you and check
in with you periodically. The Christian life was never meant to be lived in isolation.
Your rule of life is a personal document, but it functions best within the context of
community. Other people can see what you cannot see in yourself. They can celebrate
your faithfulness on the days you do not feel faithful. They can ask hard questions
when your rule has become neglected without making you feel guilty.

If you are reading this book with a small group, the end of this chapter offers
discussion questions that can help your group members share their emerging rules
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and offer one another feedback and encouragement. If you are reading alone,
consider reaching out to one person—a fellow church member, a colleague who shares
your faith, an old friend—and inviting them into this journey with you.

Before moving to the guided exercises, a word about the year ahead. This book is
organized around twelve months, and each month spotlights a cluster of related
disciplines drawn from the chapters that follow. You will move through prayer,
Scripture, fasting, Sabbath, solitude, and examen in the first half of the year, and
through service, simplicity, community, vocation, embodiment, and digital
discernment in the second half. Quarterly retreats provide deeper immersion. But the
arc of the year is flexible. You are not locked into a rigid calendar. If a particular
chapter speaks to a need you have right now, skip ahead. If a practice does not land
for you, spend more time with the one beside it. The rule you are about to write is your
own. Let it fit you as you actually are, not as you think you should be.

And finally, a gentle reminder: perfection is not the metric here. You will miss days.
You will skip a week. You will write a rule in January and forget to look at it until March.
This is normal. This is human. The Spirit does not abandon you when you stumble. The
disciplines are not a contract with a penalty clause. They are an invitation—repeated,
patient, and always open—to draw closer to the God who is already closer than you
think.

Now it is time to write.
Guided Exercise: Drafting Your Initial Rule of Life

Find a quiet space where you will not be interrupted for thirty minutes. Bring a
notebook or open a new document. Begin by completing these three prompts in
writing. Do not edit yourself. Let the words come even if they feel rough or incomplete.

First, write a single sentence describing your deepest desire for this year of formation.
Not a goal. A desire. Something beneath the surface. It might sound like, "l want to
stop feeling so far from God," or, "l want to learn how to be still," or, "l want to actually
mean it when | say | trust God." There is no wrong answer, only honest ones.

Second, using the four-column worksheet described earlier, map your typical week
with ruthless honesty. Note where time leaks away, where energy is spent, and where
small pockets of margin still exist.

Third, choose two daily practices and one weekly practice to commit to for the first
month. One should be inward, such as prayer or Scripture meditation. One should be
outward or downward, such as a brief act of service or a period of silence. The weekly
practice might be a longer Sabbath observance, a group gathering, or a review of your
rule. Write these down in complete sentences with specific times attached.
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Do not aim for a perfect rule. Aim for a livable one. You will revise it later, and that
revision is not a sign of failure but of maturity. Sign your name at the bottom of your
rule as a way of acknowledging the commitment, however tentative it may feel. Then
place it somewhere you will encounter it every day, and begin.

Journaling Prompts for Reflection

As you sit with this chapter over the coming days, consider these questions in your
journal. What has prevented me from having a consistent spiritual rhythm in the past?
What am | afraid will happen if | commit to a rule of life? Where have | seen God at
work in my ordinary routine, even without a formal practice? Which of the four
categories of practice—inward, upward, outward, downward—feels most natural to
me, and which feels most neglected?

If you are meeting with a partner or group, share your draft rule with them this week

and listen to one another with encouragement rather than critique. Formation is a long
road, and the first step is simply deciding to walk it with intention.
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