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The Carmelite Rule is centred on Christ who is the Word of God. Much of its content is taken from 

Scripture either explicitly or implicitly, which is also the Word of God. Therefore, though written for 

hermits who were forming into Community, it has been, for the last 800 years, and still is, a way of 

life that has helped many lay people on their spiritual journey, their journey into God, through 

Christ and His Gospel. 

 

The Carmelite Rule or The Rule of Saint Albert – a Formula Vitae or Rule of Life – is unique 

among the Rules of all other religious Orders. It has vague and mysterious beginnings:- no 

specific founder, no specific date, written in the form of a letter, the shortest of all known Rules, 

named after the place where it was first formulated and lived.  

 

It was born in a place, namely Mt. Carmel, which already had a long history of how God was 

working in and amongst His people. A place that is mentioned in the Old Testament and the New. 

God who spoke to His people through the prophets, now speaks to His people through Jesus 

Christ. 

 

The first Latin hermits living on Mt. Carmel in the late twelfth century and early thirteenth century 

were not good at keeping records. We have no date as to when they began to form themselves 

into a Community or when they asked Albert, patriarch of Jerusalem at that time, to write a Rule of 

Life for them (between 1206-1214). They did however, have the desire to have their way of life 

recognised and approved by the Church, which showed their sincerity, humility and obedience. 



This Rule is the only eremitical Rule which is still in use today. It is the Spirit of the Rule which is of 

the greatest value for all Carmelites. 

 

The eremitical aspect of the Rule is summed up beautifully in the paragraph:- “Each one of you is 

to stay in his own cell or nearby, pondering the Lord’s law day and night and keeping watch at his 

prayers unless attending to some other duty.” (Paragraph 10 of the Rule – numbering agreed by 

the General Council of both Carmelite Orders and published in 1999.) It may seem at first that this 

paragraph might be impossible to be lived out by a lay person. However, we need to look at the 

spirit of the text and not just its literal meaning.  

 

Solitude is implied, “each one of you is to stay in his own cell,” and silence also, “pondering the 

Lord’s Law day and night.” Silence is also dealt with in paragraph 21 of the Rule, which is one of 

the longest paragraphs of the whole Rule. Lay people don’t usually have  a physical ‘cell’ they can 

go to, but even if there is for them a physical place of solitude and silence, it is the inner ‘cell’ of 

the heart where God dwells in each person, that the follower of the Rule is asked to stay. It is in 

this heart space, where God dwells within us, that the follower of the Rule will be able to encounter 

God. 

When God calls us into a deeper relationship with Himself, He knows that, even though He loves 

us all the same and has no favourites, yet He has not created us all the same, or given us all the 

same gifts. But through the listening and pondering of His Word in the solitude and silence, each 

person will be able to come to the fullness of their relationship with God. This is because they are 

having one on one communication with their God, who speaks to each one as and how they may 

understand Him. 

 



Many lay people listen to the Word of God by participating in daily Mass, reading the Bible, 

especially the Gospel, Lectio Divina and praying the Prayer of the Church (Divine Office). 

Listening needs to be not only with the physical ear, but with the whole being – body, mind and 

spirit – until the whole being is permeated, saturated by the living Word of God. “Pondering the 

Lord’s law day and night” keeps it close to our long term and short term memory – always on the 

mind – so that the events of each day may be seen in the light of the Word, which is being kept 

alive in the memory. When the Word of the Lord is listened to and pondered, it evokes a response 

in us which we call prayer. There are many different types of prayer that we may be drawn to at 

different times in our life, and because of the various experiences we have each day. Praise, 

thanksgiving, petition, penance and silent listening – are some of the ways of praying in which we 

keep faithful to the phrase “...keeping watch at his prayers.”  This life of praying, listening and 

pondering in solitude and silence opens, transforms and prepares us for the gift of Contemplative 

prayer. Contemplative prayer is a gift given by God to anyone He chooses. 

 

Carmelites have been given two wonderful models to help them in their vocation. Mary, Mother of 

Jesus and the prophet Elijah. Both Mary and Elijah stayed in their cell pondering the Lord’s law 

day and night and kept watch at their prayers. As a result, they were prepared to carry out 

whatever God asked of them. Through listening to God in prayer, Mary conceived and enabled 

God to dwell amongst us. Through pondering, she was able to understand the mission of Jesus 

and to live it with Him. 

 

Elijah announces himself as one who is living constantly in God’s presence – “As the Lord the God 

Israel lives, in whose presence I stand...” (1Kings 17:1 and 18:15) Being always in God’s presence 

helped Elijah to always do what God wanted him to do. After being purified through solitude and 

silence, he was able to experience God and listen to Him at a deeper level and so carry out what 

God wanted of him. 



 

The final phrase of paragraph 10 of the Rule – “...unless attending to some other duty,” – gives 

freedom to all lay people to continue their lay vocation whatever it might be – in the single or 

married state – while at the same time being able to respond to God as He calls us into a deeper 

relationship with Himself. Because our ‘cell’ is within us, we are able to be there with God even 

while “attending to some other duty.” Through God’s Word which is being pondered day and night, 

we receive help to make the right decisions in our life for all those other duties that we have to do, 

so that all we do is coloured with God’s presence. We begin to see as God sees and love as God 

loves. 

 

Incarnate Word, in whom all nature lives, 

Cast flame upon the earth: raise up contemplatives 

Among us, men who walk within the fire 

Of ceaseless prayer, impetuous desire. 

Set pools of silence in this thirsty land... 

Prayer has an influence we cannot mark, 

It works unseen like radium in the dark. 

(from a poem by James McAuley – ‘A letter to John Dryden’ – Collected Peoms) 

 


