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Introduction 

 

 The Carmelite Rule teaches not only by its exhortation but also by its biblical 

hermeneutic that the path to holiness lies in the prayerful study of the word of God. 

As Albert developed his response to the hermits who had asked him for a vitae 

formula, he turned to the only source he knew that could provide guidance, and he 

invited his interlocutors to do the same.
ii
 In Albertôs world, biblical study had as its 

objective the Bibleôs appropriation and application to daily life. As a result, in the 

Carmelite Rule we have the opportunity to read the Bible with Albert, Patriarch of 

Jerusalem, to observe his choice of texts, his hermeneutic, and his interpretation of 

particular biblical passages. Given the Ruleôs brevity, the texts Albert selected were 

central, at least in his mind, for illuminating the way of life that the hermits sought to 

follow. He appealed to those hermits to meditate on the Bible day and night and in his 

composition he showed them the fruits of his own meditation.  

Today, biblical scholarship provides numerous avenues for biblical 

interpretation.
iii

 These avenues are coupled with a renewed interest in how the biblical 

message has been received through the centuries, what is called ñreception history.ò
iv
 

Often the meaning attributed to a biblical passage during its transmission exerts an 

extraordinary influence on modern day interpretation.
v
 Gone are the days when 

biblical scholars were dismissive of or hostile to patristic and medieval exegesis.
vi
 

Gone too is the tendency to evaluate medieval exegesis in light of a modern historical 

critical approach to the Bible. The meaning of the biblical text in its original language, 

in Hebrew, Greek, or Aramaic, or the Sitz im Leben of the passages that Albert cites is 

irrelevant. Albert did not ask such questions and we should not impose them on his 

writing. But new approaches to biblical interpretation, such as the canonical or 

rhetorical methods, may prove useful. Albert knew the argument of, for example, the 

letters in the Pauline corpus (rhetorical approach) and when we are equally conversant 
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in Paulôs message, we can observe and appreciate how Albert appropriates Paulôs 

words in the service of his exhortation. He also read the Bible as a whole book 

(canonical approach) and most likely he had committed large sections of the Bible to 

memory. We cannot know if he had read St. Augustineôs De Doctrina Christiana, but 

without a doubt he observed its central precept:  

 

Erit igitur divinarum scripturarum sollertissimus indagator qui primo 

totas legerit notasque habuerit, et si nondum intellectu, iam tamen 

lectione, dumtaxat eas quae appellantur canonicae
vii

  

 

Therefore, the most adroit interpreter of the sacred writings will be the 

one who, first of all, has read them all and has retained them in his 

knowledge, if not yet with full understanding, still with such knowledge 

as reading gives (as far as those [biblical books] that are considered 

canonical).  

 

In his Rule, Albert invites Carmelites to observe St. Augustineôs precept with him.  

 Even though Albert makes generous use of the Bible, he is not writing a 

biblical commentary. Biblical interpretation in the middle ages culminated in the pithy 

distich celebrating the four senses of scripture:  

 

Littera gesta docet, quid credas allegria,  

moralis quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.
viii

 

 

The letter teaches events, allegory what you should believe,  

Morality teaches what you should do, anagogy what mark you should be 

aiming for.
ix
  

 

This methodological summary, erroneously attributed to Nicholas of Lyra,
x
 helps us 

understand how Albert might have read the Bible in his private study. But in the Rule, 

he is responding to a request from a group of hermits who want a vitae formula. Thus 

his composition, the Carmelite Rule, represents the results of his Bible study from the 

third and fourth levels of medieval biblical interpretation, namely, what to do and 

what to aim for. And, for the most part, it is when Albert deals with the question of 

ñaimingò (i.e., his exhortation) that the Bible comes into play.  

The purpose of this article is to uncover Albertôs method of biblical 

interpretation and to observe how his biblical citations function within his 

composition. What texts interested him? How did he cite the Bible? And what is his 

interpretation of the texts that he cited? My hope is that Carmelite readers can better 

appreciate Albertôs exegetical strategies that have placed sacred scripture at the center 

of Carmelite life.  

 

 

Albertôs Biblical Text? 

 




