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In this book Peter Slattery gives a refreshing account of the Carmelite spiritual tradition and the

important people who have shaped its history, including Elijah, Mary, Teresa of Avila, John of
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IntroductionOver the years I have often been asked by people to give an explanation of

Carmelite spirituality. It has been difficult to recommend any book in English. There are

commentaries on the spirituality of the great Carmelite saints, St Teresa of Avila, St John of the

Cross and St Thérèse of Lisieux. However, I have never found a straight forward and succinct

explanation of the Carmelite tradition from its foundations until the present day.This book is an

attempt to bring together the charism and tradition of Carmel, that charism which has inspired

men and women, religious and lay, for nearly eight centuries.Carmelite spirituality has

something to say to women and men of today, because it leads them to love and freedom. In

following in the footsteps of Jesus in faith, people will find not only a mystical love, but an

asceticism of love, or, in other words, a passion for God and for life.Carmelites propose to

people two models for this way of love and freedom — Elijah, the prophet, and Mary, the

Mother of Jesus. These are the inspirers of the Carmelite way of life which has a strong

message for people of countries of the north and south, and east and west. The centrality of

Christ teaches people how to love in their daily life and equips them not only with a discipline,

or an asceticism, but transports them to a contemplative love of God and his creation. This life

of love gives people an experience of inner freedom or liberation, by which they can work in

their milieu to bring freedom and love to others. So Carmelites see their spirituality as not

simply something from the middle ages or from the 16th century Spain, but as an extremely

relevant gift for today’s world.The Carmelites originated on Mount Carmel in Palestine as a

small group of Latin hermits. They were organised under a prior, or leader, by the Patriarch of

Jerusalem when he gave them the Rule of St Albert between 1206 and 1214. They moved to

Europe after the Holy Land fell to the Saracens, and were included among the mendicant friars

like the Franciscans, Dominicans and Augustinians. In fact in England, Scotland, and Ireland,

because of their white cloak, they were nicknamed the White Friars. During the middle ages

they were well known throughout Europe, and produced saints, theologians, artists, poets and

politicians. A female branch of the order developed slowly, but by 1415 were approved by

Blessed John Soreth.During the counter reformation, St Teresa of Avila wanted the order to

return to the simplicity of the Rule of St Albert. She founded convents of nuns, and, with the

help of St John of the Cross, monasteries of friars, who wanted to live much like the original

hermits on Mount Carmel. These two great Spanish Mystics, through their lives and writings,

developed the heritage they received from the medieval Carmelites, and articulated the

classical expression of Carmelite spirituality.From the 16th century until the present day the

Carmelite nuns and friars lived in two orders, the Carmelites and the Discalced Carmelites. In

the last two hundred years, many orders of sisters, one of priests, and several secular institutes

have taken the Carmelite charism as the foundation of their congregations. In fact, today some

50,000 religious profess the Rule of St Albert and follow the Carmelite way of life. Through the

Scapular confraternity, and groups of Third Order Carmelites, the spirit of the order has spread

far beyond the nuns and the friars. Thus, today one can say there is a true Carmelite family

which takes its inspiration from Mount Carmel and all that it implies. In this book, we will

explore Carmelite spirituality through two main ways — first, the people of Carmel and second,

the images, the metaphors and symbols of Carmel. In this way we shall be able to look into the

soul and heart of Carmel and find encouragement for ourselves today.As regards the people of

Carmel we will look at the Rule of Albert, Elijah the Prophet, Mary the Mother of Jesus, St

Teresa of Avila, St John of the Cross, St Thérèse of Lisieux and Blessed Titus Brandsma. Out



of all the people and saints of Carmel, these will help us to plumb the depths of Carmel. The

beauty and simplicity of the Rule of St Albert is basic to Carmelites; Elijah and Mary were the

original inspirers of the first hermits; St Teresa and St John of the Cross, the great exponents

of the charism, and St Thérèse and Blessed Titus are Carmelites applicable to 20th century

men and women. There will be also an attempt to choose people from the foundation of the

tradition, some from the classical period of the tradition, and some from our own time. The

choice will be influenced by an attempt to balance the masculine and feminine influences of the

tradition.The chapters of the book will also explore the dominant images, metaphors and

symbols which the people of Carmel have used.Chapter 1 will deal with the Rule of Albert,

given to a group of men who saw themselves as hermits, pilgrims and later mendicants. An

exploration of these three words gives great insight into how the first Carmelites understood

the meaning of their lives. This also helps to explain the brevity, simplicity, originality, profundity

and power of the Rule of St Albert.Chapter 2 will explore how and why the first Carmelites took

the Prophet Elijah as an inspiration. The whole force of prophecy in the Hebrew scriptures, and

the contribution of Elijah, will help explain the hermits of Mount Carmel. This will also help us to

understand why Carmelites look on Elijah as a model for the order and why modern Carmelites

stress this prophetic element of the charism of the order.Chapter 3 will look at Carmel and

Mary. From the very beginning Carmelites dedicated themselves to Mary, and in fact the official

title of the order is ‘The Brothers of the Blessed Virgin Mary of Mount Carmel’. Mary is both

Virgin and Mother and these images add insight to the charism and spirit of the order.Chapter

4 will look at the life and writings of St Teresa of Avila. Her writings reveal the images and

metaphors which have become classics in the whole of western spirituality. The castle, the

waters, the journey, all help to plumb the depths of the soul of Carmel.Chapter 5 will introduce

St John of the Cross. He is one of the great mystics of all time, and one of the great poets of

the Spanish language. He used metaphors of love and ecstasy, of night and darkness, of the

journey up the Mount of Carmel, all of which help to explain the heart of Carmel.Chapter 6 will

look at the life of St Thérèse of Lisieux. The little way, simplicity, humility and the metaphors of

desert, childhood and flower have inspired millions of men and women in this century.Chapter

7 will introduce Blessed Titus Brandsma, a Carmelite friar, murdered by the Nazis in Dachau in

World War II. As prophet, academic, writer, lecturer and administrator he has left a legacy to

the Carmelite tradition. As martyr, he has inspired many men and women, both Carmelites and

others, to withstand injustice, oppression and alienation where they see it in today’s

world.Chapter 8 will draw these people and their metaphors together so that we can articulate

Carmelite spirituality today. We will look at Carmelites who pray, struggle and work for peace

and justice in all parts of the world. Nuns, friars, religious sisters and lay men and women, who

are inspired by Carmelite spirituality, not only carry on the traditions of the past, but re-interpret

for the church the heart, soul and mind of Carmel.Once we have the images, we can then

begin reflecting upon them so that we might grow in understanding and insight. The images

lead us more profoundly into our experience, and enable us to enter into the meaning of our

lives. Our experience produces feelings; the feelings reveal images; they lead to understanding

and deeper appreciation of our spiritual life. We can use our active imagination to help us

plumb the depth of our symbols — those we use in our own life and associations. For example,

St Benedict called the monastery a school, St Ignatius saw the spiritual life like doing

exercises. This process has the potential for deepening our awareness of our spiritual journey

and that of our community.For reflection: individuals or groups1. What metaphors, images and

symbols do you use when writing or speaking about your spiritual experience? Do you use

images like ‘journey’, ‘spring’, ‘mountain’ etc.?Suggestions for writing and sharing1. Before you



share with anyone, write down how you use your images, and notice, as you write, how you

use your images and how you relate them to other images. In an unstructured way of writing,

you may notice past experiences both joyful and painful may surface.2. Does your writing bring

up some images which you had not noticed you used very much when writing about your

spiritual life?3. When you are ready to share with a spiritual friend or colleague, share only that

which you feel free and comfortable sharing.

Chapter 1Mount Carmel and the Rule of St AlbertThe Carmelite order professes none of the

classical rules (St Basil, St Benedict, St Augustine), but rather a rule or form of life unique to

itself. This rule is called the Rule of St Albert, and was given to the hermits of Mount Carmel

about the years 1206 to 1214.The Carmelites began on Mount Carmel in the Holy Land near

the city of Haifa. A group of hermits lived near a spring called the spring of Elijah. There was

not one charismatic person who could be called the founder of the order. The Carmelites did

not have a Dominic or Francis-like figure, which fact caused them a great deal of trouble in the

middle ages.The place where the first Carmelites lived is near a spring called, from ancient

times, the Spring of Elijah. In Israel of today there is a gully on Mount Carmel known as

Wadi’aijn-es-Siah, three kilometres from the summit overlooking the sea. Here modern

archeologists have found ruins of a monastery which dates back to the time of the

crusades.From time immemorial, Mount Carmel has been a holy place, and today is holy not

only to Carmelites, but to all Christians, to Jews and to Moslems. Therefore, it is not surprising

that some people wanted to stay on Mount Carmel and live a life of prayer after making their

pilgrimage, or fighting their crusade to free the Holy Land for Christian pilgrims.The short and

unique rule of St Albert can be better understood when we investigate the concept of hermit

and pilgrim held by people of the middle ages. The first group of Carmelites was living a

prayerful life before they got their rule from St Albert.HermitA hermit is a holy person, living

alone, wanting to follow Christ more fully. However, during the 11th and 12th centuries, the

period of interest to us, the term was analogous and rather equivocal. In our period, it was

used often as a reaction to the monasticism of the day, which was closely integrated into the

feudal system of Europe. So very often the hermit was an alternative lifestyle Christian, who

wished not only to follow Christ more fully, but to live a simple life apart from the towns or

monasteries. Because the monasteries had so much to do with the temporal society of the

period, the monks were forced to devote much of their time to temporal administrative duties.

The hermits sought a more simple life, a more effective poverty and freedom from the busy life

of the monasteries. Expressions such as hermitage, hermit, solitude, solitary life came into

favour.However, these terms did not always mean the same thing. Some monasteries allowed

either their monks to live a solitary life, or encouraged groups of hermits to live under the

guidance and protection of the Abbot. One kind of hermit could follow the solitary life of an

anchorite, another could live with a group of hermits like a cenobite, and yet another could

embrace the life of an anchorite dependent on a nearby monastery.During the 11th and 12th

centuries, there appeared hermits among lay people, who reacted against all known forms of

religious life. For them the rules of the orders, like St Augustine or St Benedict, would not allow

them to live a simple gospel life. These new groups of lay hermits lacked organisation and were

sometimes condemned by local bishops or abbots. Their common characteristic was that they

were reacting against the monasteries, their wealth, their close connection with secular life,

their power both temporal and ecclesiastical. They wanted to live the poverty of Christ, by

fasting, praying and living in extremely simple dwellings, and moving around on continual

pilgrimage.In spite of this the life of the monk was stricter as regards stability to one place, and



obedience to the Abbot. Hermits were considered to be living not only on the fringes of secular

society, but on the edge of church life. They were often suspect as regards their orthodoxy, and

were thought of on the lowest step on the ladder to religious perfection.However, there

appeared other groups of hermits who thought that their position in the church was quite

anomo-lous as long as they were without a rule. Many accepted the Rule of St Augustine and

they became the nucleus in the 1250’s of the Augustinian hermits, later the friars. Again others

accepted the Rule of St Benedict. This unease seems to have been the reason why the

hermits on Mount Carmel went to Albert, the Patriarch of Jerusalem, to ask for a rule. What

made them different and interesting was that they did not accept an existing rule, and in the

future would cling to the Rule of St Albert, even though to adopt another probably would have

solved many of their problems. Obviously, for the early hermits on Mount Carmel the Rule of St

Albert was a source of their group identity.PilgrimThe condition of a pilgrim was very popular in

the as-cetical life of the medieval church. In the church of the 12th century pilgrims were not

only people who went to centres of devotion, but pilgrimage was a state of mind. To be in the

state of a pilgrim, one had to be a stranger to this world, not have a stable home, and be

always on the move. To set forth as a pilgrim meant to abandon one’s familiar environment, in

order to live in a place where one was not known, to be a foreigner without family or friends,

without power or security. It was a form of exile, or abandonment, a form of conversion and

doing penance.In leaving one’s own home, pilgrims lived in a region where they were unknown,

where they enjoyed no civil rights, lacked power and influence and were completely on the

margin. In this sense they were poor and powerless, like Christ, following the naked Christ as a

naked disciple.Pilgrimage, then, was a search for solitude, a form of the solitary life. Thus many

hermits were itinerants. It was an abandonment which was often the object of a vow.

Sometimes the local church consecrated the pilgrim with a blessing, a special habit and a

pilgrim’s staff.Many pilgrims not only sought a powerless and solitary life, but travelled to a holy

place to pray, minister to other pilgrims, and care for the poor and the sick. The ultimate holy

place for the medieval pilgrim was the Holy Land, seen as the patrimony of Christ.In the

pilgrimage to Jerusalem, these images and ascetical values were found in an eminent degree

— a break with the world, with one’s homeland, a journey to one’s true homeland, and a

liberation of oneself from all the bonds of this life.Often the pilgrim to the Holy Land vowed to

stay there forever. The fact of being in the Holy Land was seen as dedicating one’s life more

closely to Christ. In feudal terms one became a liege-man of Christ the King, a vassal in the

following of Christ, to whom one owed absolute allegiance.In this sense many of those who

became ascetical pilgrims were lay hermits who were free from vows of obedience and stability

in the established orders of the time.A pilgrim was a penitent who set out on a trip to perform

voluntary or imposed penance. Another form of pilgrimage was that of a crusader, including

military activity with risk of life for the love of Christ and in remission of sin. A hermit was a

penitent who more or less adopted a stable abode.Rule of St AlbertConsequently, a group of

these pilgrim-hermits lived on Mount Carmel near the Wadi’aijn-es-Siah sometime after 1191,

after the Treaty of Hattin. They asked the Patriarch of Jerusalem for a rule of life. It is highly

significant that Albert of Vercelli did not simply give them one of the rules in existence — St

Basil, St Benedict or St Augustine. But he gave them a simple formula of life, sometime

between 1206 and 1214. Albert was murdered at Acre in 1214, and is venerated as a saint, in

the Carmelite order, with a feast on 17 September.The rule of St Albert imitated the style of

New Testament letters and included references to the early Fathers of the church, which was

fairly standard for curial documents of the period. So, while the rule supported a new way of

life, it was in continuity with the Gospels and the great traditions of early religious life and the



Desert Fathers.Initially, the rule was written in the form of a letter without divisions into

chapters. Now it has an introduction, 18 short chapters and a conclusion. The titles given to

these chapters reflect a later understanding of the rule, and do not seem to correspond to the

original purpose of the letter. The rule has almost 100 quotations and allusions to scripture,

which reveals great fidelity to, and familiarity with, the Bible.(The Rule of St Albert appears as

an appendix at the end of this chapter.)Recent research on the Rule of St Albert organises the

text as follows:11. Introduction: The introduction encourages a gospel way of life which is

Christocentric and paschal.2. Chapters 1 to 6: These chapters present an infrastructure for

living out these ideals.3. Chapters 7 to 11: These chapters concretise the ideal presented in

the introduction, describe the manner of living in community, and the foundations for this

community.4. Chapters 12 to 18: These chapters describe the means necessary to attain the

proposed ideal.5. Conclusion: The conclusion calls for fidelity and discernment in living out this

norm of life.Commentary on the ruleBefore taking each section of the rule in detail it may be

well to deal with the overall nucleus of the rule first. The Rule of St Albert describes a

community striving to reproduce in its own life the model of the first Christian community as in

Acts 2:4. The rule gives the structures to achieve this life-plan and the means for continual and

on-going conversion. The rule is fundamentally Christocentric — and, thus, all Carmelite

spirituality is founded on it. This theme of the centrality of the resurrection of Christ runs

through the Institution, an inspirational document for medieval Carmelites, St Teresa, St John

of the Cross, St Thérèse and Blessed Titus Brandsma, and, indeed, much of 20th century

Carmelite literature.1. Introduction: Albert’s greeting is taken from scripture and presents the

rule as a contemporary living out of the word of God.2 The rule states that there are multiple

forms of the religious life, but this rule gives Carmelites a characteristic way of following Christ.

This way is shown to be in continuity with tradition and the holy fathers who gave birth to

religious life.2. Chapters 1 to 6: What are the conditions needed in order to live out this ideal?

Chapters 1 to 6 indicate some of these. For example, the first chapter was somewhat

innovative when it called for a prior and not an abbot to lead the community. The relationship of

the abbot toward his subjects is a vertical relationship, one of father to children. The

relationship of the prior to his subjects, on the other hand, is horizontal, between brothers or

equals. The prior, as is evident later in the rule, is chosen to serve. The Carmelite order was

born and remains participatory in its organisation and decentralised.The three vows are

similarly presented as conditions needed to live the Carmelite ideal. For example, the

Carmelites promise obedience to the prior as a representative of Christ and the community.

The vow of chastity is understood as a sign of the future to be totally available for God and for

one’s brothers and sisters. It represents a commitment to live human love in its fullness.The

communion of goods expressed by the vow of poverty is a commitment to live as the poor,

sharing, begging, and from one’s own labour. Through poverty the Carmelites are to be the

seeds of alternative styles of life in society and the church.Chapter two of the rule deals with

places to live. This chapter was added by Pope Innocent IV in 1247. It reveals the decision to

live in cities as well as rural hermitages. However, not every place was suitable for the

Carmelites. It must allow them to live the ideals of the rule, that is, as hermits in community.The

decision on the place of the priory is not left to the prior alone. The prior is to consult with the

brethren. This concern about a suitable place to live was a reaction against religious life of the

times. The Carmelites were not to forget their roots on Mount Carmel where they were pilgrim-

hermits, poor and powerless followers of Christ.In addition these first six chapters of the rule

pay attention to the hermits’ cells in relation to that of the prior. The insistence that the prior’s

cell be located at the entrance of the Wadi was to guarantee that new members and visitors be



received by the prior, and not by individual hermits. The prior represents the community. He

also represents the norms of the community which guide it in its selection of new members.3.

Chapters 7 to 11: The ideals expressed in the introduction to the rule were modelled on the

first community of Christians in Jerusalem. Compare, for example, what the rule proposes with

the Acts of the Apostles.The ruleActsprayer and vigilanceperseverance in prayerliturgical

prayerfrequented the Templecommunion of goodsheld everything in commoncelebration of the

eucharistbreaking of breadweekly revisionwere one heart and soulThese five points of

continuity with the apostolic tradition point to the ways Carmelite community should be

lived.Community must be nourished on the word of God, which demands a commitment to

reading scripture. The technical term for this is ‘lectio divina’ which means not only reading the

sacred texts, but having an attitude of openness to the Word of God. This prayerful

discernment should be expressed before God, hence the communal celebration of word and

sacrament. Community requires simple living so goods could be shared with the poor. The

community should be nourished on the eucharist, and it should be consolidated by weekly

revision and co–responsibility by all and for all of its members.The rule states that the

Carmelite is to pray in the cell. Material solitude (the actual cell) is worth nothing without an

inner solitude. The cell is a symbol of interiority to which the mind should return when

distracted. Solitude is necessary to find oneself and to communicate with others, so as to

remain an authentic person and open to people.The admonition in the rule to meditate and

keep vigil on the law of the Lord is a call to focus on the gospel. This is to take place night and

day, that is, whether in or out of the cell. The rule is rooted in scripture, and Carmelite prayer is

deeply biblical. This prayer begins with the cry of the poor, the yearnings of men and women,

and through faith leads one on the journey, or pilgrimage, up the mountain of Carmel. It travels

the way of the people themselves and assumes a commitment to a journey that is very long

and hard, and has no return.Chapter nine, on the sharing of goods, gave the early hermit an

ideal of fraternal living. The sharing of goods is not understood as an end in itself, but rather as

a means of conversion to Christ, the poor one, and, as a way to bring the brothers on the side

of the poor and into the forefront of a church being renewed. Through this effort the Carmelites

no longer served the feudal lord, but instead served Jesus and Mary. They were to live close to

the poor and the powerless, and make the gospel real for them. This form of life was an

alternative for both church and society.The rule calls on Carmelites to share daily eucharist.

The chapel is to be in the middle of the cells, which evokes the imagery of Jerusalem. It also

evokes the apostles gathered in prayer and Mary in the midst of them.For the Carmelites on

Mount Carmel their chapel was named after St Mary. They were to celebrate the daily

eucharist in this chapel and in so doing recall the death and resurrection of Jesus.4. Chapters

12 to 18: These chapters deal with the means for carrying out the ideals of the rule. It is in

these chapters that Albert made the most extensive use of scripture. For example, chapter 12

treats fasting. The purpose of fasting was to imitate Jesus, who fasted 40 days in the desert.

Fasting was also seen as a means of achieving conversion. However, it also aligned the

Carmelite with the poorest people in society who often went hungry. The abstinence from

eating meat helped the Carmelite identify with the poor, who almost never had meat.If chapters

7 to 11 are seen as the heart of the rule, then chapters 14 to 16 are its lifeblood. It presents

Carmelite life as a struggle without rest, which must fight against all that dehumanises men

and women, and insert the love of Jesus where there is alienation and hopelessness.The rule

of St Albert was given to the hermits on Mount Carmel about 1206-1214.In 1215 the Lateran

Council decreed that no new religious orders would be permitted in the church. This created a

problem for the Carmelites, whose approbation had come only from Albert, the Patriarch of



Jerusalem. In 1226 Pope Honorius III affirmed that the Carmelites had received their rule

before the decree of the Lateran Council and were exempt from its prohibition.The Muslim

advance and constant unrest in the Holy Land encouraged the Carmelites to leave Palestine

for Europe. This coming to the west was the occasion for an identity crisis among the

Carmelites. They, with sympathetic help from church leaders, understood their place in the

church of Europe was in the new mendicant movement. They saw themselves as mendicants

like the Franciscans, Dominicans, and Augustinians. However, the Carmelites struggled to

maintain their eremetical origins during this period of adaptation.
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