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INTRODUCTION

DOI: 10.4324/9781032639116-1


One bright spring morning in 1981, at the end of my first year of doctoral studies at Duke, I was perusing the shelves in the Divinity School Library, looking for a dissertation topic. I had returned to graduate school to study patristics with Robert Gregg, but I had a fellowship in Medieval and Renaissance Studies. Working on something in the early medieval period seemed like a good compromise between the allure of late antiquity and the institutional expectation that I would attend to the later Middle Ages. Courses with David Steinmetz had sparked my interest in the history of exegesis, and my work with Jill Raitt encouraged me to focus on spirituality rather than doctrine or institutions. As a recently ordained Episcopal priest, I was predisposed to study some saint with a feast day in the liturgical calendar, and my Latin was better than my Greek. So it was that my eye fell on a book with the intriguing title Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the Venerable Bede (London: SPCK, 1976), edited by Gerald Bonner. About halfway through Paul Meyvaert’s essay “Bede the Scholar,” I knew that I had found my dissertation topic. I went home that evening and told my wife that I was going to work on Bede’s biblical commentaries.

The 17 essays in this volume represent the fruits of my labors in this field over the course of more than four decades. Many of these essays developed out of my work as a translator of Bede’s commentaries, which was a necessary task since Edward Marshall’s translation of The Explanation of the Apocalypse by Venerable Beda (Oxford and London, 1878) was the only one of the commentaries available in English when I started work on my dissertation. This was, in fact, another thing that initially attracted me to Bede’s exegesis: with critical editions still in the process of appearing and translations nearly non-existent, scholarship on this topic was relatively thin. I imagined (rightly) that I would be able to focus my attention on the primary sources instead of sifting through a mound of secondary literature such as I would have faced if I had decided to work on Augustine or Gregory the Great. There was of course a vast amount of scholarship on other parts of Bede’s corpus (especially the historical works), and I have needed to engage with that ever-growing store of research material. But the commentaries had long suffered from neglect, largely due to a lack of reliable texts and translations.


Happily, that is no longer the case. Latin editions of nearly all the commentaries are now available from Brepols in the Corpus Christianorum Series Latina, and English translations are either already published or in the process of being produced. Since Famulus Christi, several edited volumes devoted to Bede have given significant attention to his work as an exegete.1 The earlier studies, often written by those of us who were preparing translations, tended to focus on a single commentary. More recently, with the technological assistance provided by electronic databases of medieval Latin texts, scholars have started to trace themes across the entirety of Bede’s corpus, which can be challenging because his commentaries are organized not topically but as a series of notes on discrete verses in the biblical text.

1 Stephane Lebecq, Michel Perrin and Olivier Szerwiniack (eds), Bède le vénérable: Entre tradition et posterité (Lille: Université Charles-de-Gaulle Lille III, 2005); Scott DeGregorio (ed), Innovation and Tradition in the Writings of the Venerable Bede (Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2006); Peter Darby and Faith Wallis (eds), Bede and the Future (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014); Peter Darby and Máirín MacCarron (eds), Bede the Scholar (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2023).

Beginning with Roger Ray’s groundbreaking essay in Famulus Christi, many scholars have devoted fruitful efforts to making connections between Bede’s theory and practice of exegesis and his work as a historian.2 Others have drawn on the commentaries to illuminate aspects of his work in poetics, chronology, and cosmology.3 As much as I value intertextual and interdisciplinary approaches such as these, my own focus has been on Bede the exegete as theologian and spiritual teacher. With my background in patristics and my training as a historical theologian, I have read Bede first and foremost as a monastic doctor of the Western church rather than as a progenitor of English identity or a promoter of the liberal arts. I have been gratified to find that my contributions have been useful to scholars working on other facets of Bede’s life and thought, even as I have been so deeply indebted to their own analyses and insights.

2 Roger D. Ray, ‘Bede, the Exegete, as Historian,’ in Gerard Bonner (ed), Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the Venerable Bede (London: SPCK, 1976), pp. 125–40. For some examples, see N. J. Higham, (Re-)Reading Bede: The Ecclesiastical History in Context (London and New York: Routledge, 2006); Richard Shaw, The Gregorian Mission to Kent in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History: Methodology and Sources (London and New York: Routledge, 2018); Richard Shaw, How, When and Why Did Bede Write His Ecclesiastical History? (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2022); and W. Trent Foley, Bede and the Beginnings of English Racism (Turnhout: Brepols, 2022).

3 Stephen J. Harris, Bede and Aethelthryth: An Introduction to Christian Latin Poetics (Morgantown: West Virginia University Press, 2016); Peter Darby, Bede and the End of Time (London and New York: Routledge, 2012); Máirín MacCarron, Bede and Time: Computus, Theology and History in the Early Medieval World (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2020); Eoghan Ahern, Bede and the Cosmos: Theology and Nature in the Eighth Century (Abingdon and New York: Routledge, 2020).

In many ways, the scholarly agenda that I have sought to follow was laid out for me in that seminal essay by Paul Meyvaert that first inspired me to make Bede’s commentaries the subject of my dissertation. Three of his points have been especially important for me methodologically. First, in discussing Bede’s attitude toward his patristic authorities, Meyvaert commented, “It is always more important to note what Bede is doing with his sources than how much and from whom he may be borrowing.”4 That is not to deny the critical necessity to determine the sources Bede was using, which often requires persistent effort to test and refine the attributions made by the editors of the critical editions.5 But that is only the beginning of the task because Bede’s relationship with his sources was quite complex. Even when he was simply borrowing long passages, he was making intentional and judicious choices about the material. In other cases, he was entering into an implicit conversation with the sources by subtly correcting them or putting his own spin on their ideas. Although his exegesis of a passage may contain no obvious quotations or allusions, he might still be applying the approach of some authority to a new problem or developing their insight in a different context. Rather than worrying about whether Bede was “original” or “dependent” in any specific instance, it is better to see how the living tradition of which he was a part served as a spark and inspiration for his own creativity.

4 Paul Meyvaert, ‘Bede the Scholar,’ in Gerald Bonner (ed), Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the Venerable Bede (London: SPCK, 1976), pp. 40–69, especially pp. 42–7.

5 The task of tracking Bede’s sources has become easier since the appearance of Michael Lapidge, The Anglo-Saxon Library (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006). However, his list of sources for the commentaries is dependent on the apparatus fontium in the critical editions, some of which are of poor quality. See the available translations for additional sources and corrections.

Second, Meyvaert called attention to a “progression” in Bede’s commentaries, both in the sense that some individual commentaries had a lengthy process of composition and in the sense that his exegesis developed as he matured as a biblical scholar. A good deal of my own research has dealt with the chronology of Bede’s writings, especially in relation to the commentaries on Proverbs and the Song of Songs. Having dated both of those works around 716, I have argued that the middle period of Bede’s scholarly career was characterized by a deep concern about heretical teaching linked to his active promotion of the Roman dating of Easter.

Third, Meyvaert helped me overcome the temptation to dismiss Bede’s exegesis as outmoded and unscientific by suggesting that we should view his allegorizing as “a grand exercise in the use of the imagination” that “furnishes a real key to the inner preoccupations of the writer.” (With the rise of reader response criticism in the field of biblical studies, this sounds less revolutionary now than it did in 1976.) In recent years, Bede has found a new audience of Christian pastors and lay believers, as shown by excerpts from his exegesis in some volumes of series such as The Church’s Bible (published by Wm. B. Eerdmans) and Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture from InterVarsity Press. But Meyvaert’s suggestion gave me not only a rationale for studying Bede’s commentaries but also a method. By looking for patterns and recurrent themes, we can construct a coherent (though hardly systematic) body of theology and spiritual teachings out of what earlier generations saw as bizarre and undisciplined flights of fantasy.

The contents of this volume are arranged in five parts according to theme, with the chapters within each part presented in order of the date of publication. There is inevitably some repetition since each essay was written for a specific audience that could not be presumed to be familiar with my previous work—or, in some cases, even with Bede. But each chapter is making its own point, as the titles indicate. I have left the content of each essay unchanged, except that I have corrected some typographical errors, made a few minor emendations for the sake of clarity, and converted endnotes and parenthetical references to footnotes. For the most part, the various styles of citation remain as they were in the original publications. Obviously, a great deal of scholarship on Bede has appeared during the past 40 years, and there are points on which I now realize I either was mistaken or should have been clearer in my arguments. Here I will note only some of the most important recent work on the topics I have studied and only the most significant errors of which I am now aware.

The essays in Part I treat various aspects of Bede’s work as a teacher and biblical scholar. The essay on “Bede and the Tradition of Patristic Exegesis” deals with his relationship to his sources and offers an apologia for taking allegorical exegesis seriously in the contemporary age. My essay arguing that Bede’s use of the term conlevita (fellow deacon) for the recipient of his treatise De arte metrica cannot be used as evidence for an early dating of that work seems to have won general agreement, but there has been continuing discussion about other aspects of the issue.6 Other essays in this first part treat Bede’s recurrent evocation of feminine imagery for Christ as the Wisdom of God and his interpretation of the New Testament. In addition to the edited volumes cited in Note 1, readers interested in Bede as a biblical scholar and theologian should consult recent works by Celia Chazelle and John Bequette.7

6 Carmela Vircillo Franklin, ‘The Date of Composition of Bede’s De schematibus et tropis and De arte metrica,’ Revue Bénédictine 110 (2000), 199–203; Neil Wright, ‘The Metrical Art(s) of Bede,’ in Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe and Andy Orchard (eds), Latin Learning and English Lore: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Literature for Michael Lapidge (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), vol. 1, pp. 150–70.

7 Celia Chazelle, ‘Bede, Monasticism, and Scripture,’ chapter 2 in The Codex Amiatinus and its ‘Sister’ Bibles (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2019), pp. 63–134; John P. Bequette, Bede the Theologian: History, Rhetoric, and Spirituality (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2022).

My dissertation was on Bede’s commentaries on the tabernacle and the temple, and all four essays in Part II derive from that research and my work on a translation of De tabernaculo, published by Liverpool University Press in 1994. Like all scholars of Bede, I was often trying to find the right balance between acknowledging his debt to his sources and appreciating his original contributions. As I have previously suggested, this is something of a false dichotomy because his originality is often expressed in and through his adaptation of tradition. But considering more recent scholarship, I would now be even less inclined than I was to take Bede’s protestations of modesty at face value. Accepting the criticisms of Conor O’Brien, I also acknowledge that Bede was not the first author to draw a contrast between the tabernacle as symbol of the present church and the temple as sign of the church in heaven, and I would now more carefully restrict my argument about the distinction Bede draws between allegory and history. While it is true that he never provides detailed allegorical interpretations of churches in his own day, he certainly does understand them as holy sites that deserve reverence and should inspire worshipers to holiness of life.8 Since I wrote about the commentaries on the tabernacle and the temple, there has been a rich profusion of scholarship on the relationship between those works and the Codex Amiatinus, especially its diagram of the tabernacle.9 The representation of Jews and Judaism in these commentaries has been another fruitful topic of investigation.10

8 Conor O’Brien, ‘The Cleansing of the Temple in Early Medieval Northumbria,’ Anglo-Saxon England 44 (2015), 201–20. For a comprehensive treatment of the theme in all its aspects, see his Bede’s Temple: An Image and its Interpretation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). Timothy J. Furry engages one of my articles in his Allegorizing History: The Venerable Bede, Figural Exegesis, and Historical Theory (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2015), pp. 44–63, taking my argument further than I would go myself to conclude that Bede, unlike Augustine, failed to read contemporary history in a figural sense.

9 Chazelle, The Codex Amiatinus and its ‘Sister’ Bibles; Peter Darby, ‘Bede, Iconoclasm and the Temple of Solomon,’ Early Medieval Europe 21, no. 4 (2013), 390–421; Conor O’Brien, ‘Tabernacle, Temple or Something in Between?: Architectural Representation in Codex Amiatinus, fols IVv-IIIr,’ in Hannah Bailey, Karl Kinsella and Daniel Thomas (eds), Architectural Representation in Medieval England, Leeds Studies in English, n.s. 48 (2017), pp. 7–20; Thomas O’Loughlin, ‘ “Who, O Lord, Shall Live in Your Tabernacle?”: The Map of the Tabernacle within the Life of the Monasteries of Wearmouth and Jarrow,’ in Jane Hawkes and Meg Boulton (eds), All Roads Lead to Rome: The Creation, Context, and Transmission of the Codex Amiatinus (Brepols: Turnhout, 2019), pp. 89–104; and Thomas O’Loughlin, Bede and the Tabernacle: Where is the Tabernacle Now: A Problem for Bede and His Community, Jarrow Lecture (Jarrow: The Parish Council of St. Paul’s Church, Jarrow, 2019).

10 Georges Tugène stresses the continuity that Bede finds between Jews and Gentiles in salvation history in ‘Le thème des deux peuples dans le De tabernaculo de Bède,’ in Stéphane Lebecq, Michel Perrin and Olivier Szerwiniack (eds), Bède le Vénérable: Entre tradition et postérité (Lille: Université Charles-de-Gaulle Lille III, 2005), pp. 73–86. For a reading that addresses the more problematic implications of Bede’s supersessionism—especially regarding the ambivalent tension in his treatment of the tabernacle and temple as material realities—see Kathy Lavezzo, ‘Building Anti-Semitism in Bede,’ in Samantha Zacher, Imagining the Jew in Anglo-Saxon Literature and Culture (Toronto, Buffalo, and London: University of Toronto Press, 2016), pp. 79–107, and the same author’s The Accommodated Jew: English Antisemitism from Bede to Milton (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2016), pp. 28–63.

The essays in Part III grew out of another translation project as I was working on Bede’s commentary on the Song of Songs for a volume published by Paulist Press in 2011. Among other things, I argued that Apponius was a more important source for Bede than had previously been acknowledged and that the Song commentary was completed around 716, at a time when he was especially concerned with the Pelagian heresy because of its alleged connection with the Irish tradition of Easter dating. The last two pieces in this part draw explicit connections between themes in the Song commentary and Bede’s historical and hagiographical works, especially regarding his interpretation of Christ the nursing mother as a model for pastors and teachers. Recently, this commentary has attracted scholarly attention from a variety of perspectives. Hannah Matis has characterized the Song commentary as a clarion call for church reform and demonstrated its pervasive influence in the Carolingian period.11 Devorah Schoenfeld includes Bede in her comparative study of the Song in Jewish and Christian exegesis, showing how he draws on the multiple images of the woman in the biblical text to construct a unified narrative of the history of the church.12 In a wide-ranging and meticulous study, Edith Maillot has re-examined Bede’s sources and concluded, in agreement with Rossana Guglielmetti, that he probably derived some points of interpretation either directly or indirectly from the Song commentary of Justus of Urgell.13

11 Hannah W. Matis, The Song of Songs in the Early Middle Ages (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2019) and ‘The Song of Songs in the Early Middle Ages: From Gregory the Great to the Gregorian Reform,’ in Timothy H. Robinson (ed), A Companion to the Song of Songs in the History of Spirituality (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2021), pp. 70–100. While I agree with all that Matis says about Bede’s zeal for missionary activity and preaching, I find considerably more material in this commentary that pertains to contemplation and individual spiritual experience than she seems willing to acknowledge.

12 Devorah Schoenfeld, ‘One Song or Many: The Unity of the Song of Songs in Jewish and Christian Exegesis,’ Hebrew Studies 61 (2020), 123–42.

13 Edith Maillot, ‘Les commentaires au Cantique des cantiques, de Juste d’Urgell à Bède le Vénérable: Recherches sur l’exégèse biblique et la spiritualité dans le haut Moyen-Age,’ Doctoral thesis (Lyon: Université Lumière Lyon 2, 2020); Rossana Guglielmetti, ‘Tradizione manoscritta e fortuna del commento al Cantico di Giusto d’Urgell,’ in Rossana Guglielmetti (ed), Cantico dei cantici nel Medioevo (Florence: SISMEL Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2008), pp. 171–4.

The early dating of the commentaries on Proverbs and the Song of Songs was key to the essays in Part IV on Bede’s attitudes toward philosophy and heresy. Again calling attention to the well-known connection between the Easter controversy and accusations of heresy, I argued that Bede’s animus toward both philosophers and heretics was in part motivated and given inflection by his involvement in contemporary debates. With regard to heresy, the nature of those debates has been further explored with insight by Alan Thacker, Faith Wallis, and Peter Darby, all of whom appear to accept my dating of the two commentaries, even if they may have reservations about some of the details.14 For more on Bede and the philosophers, see Faith Wallis’s Jarrow Lecture, Bede and Wisdom.15

14 Alan Thacker, ‘Why Did Heresy Matter to Bede?: Present and Future Contexts,’ in Peter Darby and Faith Wallis (eds), Bede and the Future (Farnham and Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2014), pp. 47–66; Faith Wallis, ‘Rectores at Risk: Erudition and Heresy in Bede’s Commentary on Proverbs,’ in Scott DeGregorio and Paul Kershaw (eds), Cities, Saints, and Communities in Early Medieval Europe: Essays in Honour of Alan Thacker (Turnhout: Brepols, 2020), pp. 129–43; and in the same volume, Peter Darby, ‘Heresy and Authority in Bede’s Letter to Plegwine,’ pp. 145–69.

15 Faith Wallis, Bede and Wisdom, Jarrow Lecture (Jarrow: The Parish Council of St. Paul’s Church, Jarrow, 2016), especially pp. 28–36.


The three essays in Part V overlap to some degree since each one focuses on a particular aspect of Bede’s work as a mystical theologian: the vision of God, the spiritual senses, and deification. In each case, I was inspired by impressive studies of these themes in which Bede did not appear but could have.16 Taking my cue from those previous works of scholarship, I set out to find what Bede’s writings had to offer on those subjects. In each case, I found that there was more interesting material than had been noticed to date. Other aspects of Bede’s spirituality have been explored by Daniel Heisey (Mary and mysticism), Stephanie Clark (intercessory prayer), Susan Cremin (influences from the Gospel of John), and Emily Quigley (monastic perfection).17

16 Bernard McGinn, The Growth of Mysticism: Gregory the Great through the 12th Century (New York: Crossroad, 1994), which mentions Bede’s contribution in only one sentence, on p. 26; Paul L. Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley (eds), The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012); J. Ortiz (ed), Deification in the Latin Patristic Tradition (Washington, DC: Catholic University of American Press, 2019).

17 Daniel J. Heisey, O.S.B., ‘Mary and Mysticism in Bede’s Homilies,’ American Benedictine Review 64, no. 1 (2013), 3–16; Stephanie Clark, ‘Gratiam pro gratia: Bede on Prayer,’ chapter 3 in Compelling God: Theories of Prayer in Anglo-Saxon England (Toronto, Buffalo and London: University of Toronto Press, 2018), pp. 109–73; Susan Cremin, ‘Bede and the Gospel of John: Theology, Preaching, and the Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum,’ in Darby and MacCarron (eds), Bede the Scholar, pp. 97–118, and in the same volume, Emily Quigley, ‘Bede’s perfecti and the Gospel of Matthew,’ pp. 119–40. See also chapter 6, ‘Christian Spirituality in Bede,’ in Bequette, Bede the Theologian, pp. 137–54.

As will be apparent from the many bibliographical references in this introduction and in all the essays included in this volume, research on Bede’s exegesis and mystical theology has been both extensive and fruitful in recent years. I am grateful to have learned so much from so many brilliant colleagues and, hopefully, to have made some useful contributions to this community of scholars.




Part I
BEDE AS TEACHER AND BIBLICAL SCHOLAR
 




1BEDE AND THE TRADITION OF PATRISTIC EXEGESIS

DOI: 10.4324/9781032639116-3



Although the Venerable Bede is now best known as the author of The Ecclesiastical History of the English People, his reputation in the Middle Ages depended chiefly upon his work as a biblical exegete. The production of critical editions and translations of his numerous biblical commentaries is now making it possible for modern readers to appreciate this facet of Bede once again. What emerges is a picture of a faithful priest and teacher who combined careful scholarship with a profound sense of pastoral concern. To contemporary Christians seeking a living faith from a deeper understanding of ancient traditions, Bede offers a worthy model.



Most of what we know about the life of the Venerable Bede (673–735) is derived from the brief autobiographical account at the end of his Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum, completed in 731. Born in Northumbria on lands that would later belong to the double monastery of Wearmouth and Jarrow, he came to Wearmouth as an oblate at the age of seven and soon thereafter moved to Jarrow, where he spent the remainder of his life. He received his early monastic training under Benedict Biscop (the founding abbot of the monastery) and Benedict’s successor at Jarrow, Ceolfrid. At the age of 19, he was ordained a deacon by John of Beverley, bishop of Hexham, and 11 years later he became a priest. His daily routine was given over to the fulfillment of a religious vocation, which he described as follows:


I have spent all my life in this monastery, applying myself entirely to the study of the Scriptures; and amid the observance of the discipline of the Rule and the daily task of singing in the church, it has always been my delight to learn or to teach or to write… . From the time I became a priest until the fifty-ninth year of my life, I have made it my business, for my own benefit and that of my brothers, to make brief extracts from the works of the venerable Fathers on Holy Scripture, or to add notes of my own to clarify their sense and interpretation.1



1 Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum 5.24 (text and translation in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, eds. Bertram Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969), 566–67). Most “lives” of Bede are bound to do little more than cull the few personal references from his works, recall the account of his death written by his pupil Cuthbert (text and translation in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, eds. Colgrave and Mynors, 380–7), and attempt a chronology of his writings. See, for example, George F. Browne, The Venerable Bede, The Fathers for English Readers (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1879); C. E. Whiting, “The Life of the Venerable Bede,” in Bede: His Life, Times, and Writings, ed. A. Hamilton Thompson (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1935), 1–38; Sister M. Thomas Aquinas Carroll, The Venerable Bede: His Spiritual Teachings, Catholic University of America Studies in Medieval History, n.s., 9 (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1946), 1–66; C. J. Stranks, The Venerable Bede (London: SPCK, 1955); Mary R. Price, “Bede,” in Bede and Dunstan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1968), 7–32; Alberic Stacpoole, “St. Bede the Venerable, Monk of Jarrow,” in Benedict’s Disciples, ed. D. H. Farmer (Leominster, England: Fowler Wright Books, Ltd., 1980), 86–104; and George Hardin Brown, Bede the Venerable, Twayne’s English Authors Series (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1987), 14–23.

As a result of Benedict Biscop’s indefatigable activity as a procurer of books, Bede had available to him in the library at Jarrow one of the best collections of manuscripts—biblical, patristic, and even classical—to be found anywhere in the period.2 He was thus well situated to become the greatest scholar of his day. Because Bede was such a polymath, it is difficult to settle on a single identifying term that will sum up all the various facets of his career. He achieved proficiency as a grammarian, historian, poet, computist, and biblical exegete, but we best understand his work in its totality when we think of him as a Christian teacher.3

2 For a masterful, though incomplete, description of the contents of the library at Jarrow, see M. L. W. Laistner, “The Library of the Venerable Bede,” in A. Hamilton Thompson (ed), Bede: His Life, Times, and Writings (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1935), 237–66, reprinted in The Intellectual Heritage of the Early Middle Ages, ed. Chester G. Starr (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1957), 117–49.

3 This is the view of Gerald Bonner in “Bede and Medieval Civilization,” Anglo-Saxon England 2 (1973): 72.

Bede was declared a “Doctor of the Church” by Pope Leo XIII in 1899, but in a less formal sense, he had been one all along. For Bede, the role of doctor was not so much an office as a charism, a gift of the Holy Spirit bestowed for the edification of the faithful. Alan Thacker has observed that throughout his life, but particularly in his later writings, “Bede was quite preoccupied with the role of those whom he variously called the spirituales magistri, the sancti praedicatores, the rectores or doctores ecclesiae.”4 This spiritual elite (which Bede considered to be in succession to the apostles and prophets) was the intended audience for his works, and he wrote as one of its members. Bede was a doctor among the doctors; it was his vocation to make the riches of biblical and patristic doctrine available to those pastors and teachers who could not, or would not, seek out those treasures for themselves.5

4 Alan Thacker, “Bede’s Ideal of Reform,” in Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society: Studies Presented to J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, eds. Patrick Wormald with Donald Bullough and Roger Collins (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 130.

5 Henry M. R. E. Mayr-Harting, The Venerable Bede, the Rule of St. Benedict, and Social Class (Jarrow Lecture, 1976), 15. For illustration and amplification, see Judith McClure, “Bede’s Notes on Genesis and the Training of the Anglo-Saxon Clergy,” in The Bible in the Medieval World: Essays in Memory of Beryl Smalley, Studies in Church History, Subsidia 4, eds. Katherine Walsh and Diana Wood (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), 17–30. George H. Brown, in Bede the Venerable, 119, n. 20, says that McClure has not convinced him that Bede’s commentaries were intended to function primarily as pastoral training, but he does not specify his reservations.


Patristic or medieval?

Was Bede the last of the Church Fathers, or is he rather to be counted among the first theologians of the Middle Ages? There is something to be said on both sides of the question. Generally speaking, Bede’s immediate heirs (those medieval Christians for whom his writings held a treasured place) did not hesitate to identify him as a pater, along with the other giants of the patristic age. Both Alcuin and Claudius of Turin recommended Bede’s writings in the same breath as those of such luminaries as Augustine, Ambrose, Jerome, and Gregory the Great. The Council of Aachen that met in 836, when it asserted that Solomon’s temple was a figure of the Catholic Church, appealed to “the exposition of the other holy and distinguished fathers” given by “the venerable and admirable doctor of modern times, Bede the presbyter.”6 In the thirteenth century, Roger Bacon considered Bede as the last writer whom he was willing to accept as an “authority.”7

6 Alcuin Epistola 213, ed. E. Dümmler, in Alcuini epistolae, Monumenta Germaniae historica (MGH), Epistolarum 4, Epistolae Karolini aevi (Berlin: Weidmann, 1896), 2:357; idem Versus de patribus regibus et sanctis Euboricensis ecclesiae, ed. Peter Godman in The Bishops, Kings, and Saints of York, Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), lines 1536–47, pp. 122–5; Claudius of Turin Praefatio in catenam super sanctam Matthaeum, in Patrologiae cursus completus series latina (PL), ed. J.-P. Migne, 221 vols. (Paris: J.-P. Migne, 1844–91), 105:835C; and Sacrorum conciliorum nova et amplissima collectio, ed. Giovanni Domenico Mansi, 31 vols. (Venice: Antonio Zatta, 1759–98), 14:726.

7 Beryl Smalley, The Study of the Bible in the Middle Ages, 3rd rev. ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1952), 35.

Many modern scholars have followed this received opinion. Beryl Smalley, for example, quoted Bacon with approval as she flatly declared, “The patristic tradition ends with the Venerable Bede.”8 While Bede, ever humble about his own accomplishments, would probably have blushed to hear that he was being spoken of as the equal of his patristic mentors, he would hardly have been surprised to think that he was their partner in learning and an inhabitant of their intellectual world. He was quite fond of saying that he was “following in the footsteps of the Fathers,”9 and we have already seen that he could even describe his calling as that of making selections from their writings and adding some interpretive comments of his own.

8 Ibid.

9 For Bede’s frequent references to the vestigia patrum, see Bonner, “Bede and Medieval Civilization,” 75; and Paul Meyvaert, “Bede the Scholar,” in Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the Venerable Bede, ed. Gerald Bonner (London: SPCK, 1976), 62–3, n. 7.

But that is only half the story. Much as Bede may have intended to continue the enterprise that the Fathers had begun, he did not really live in their world. With good reason, Pierre Riché argued that Bede was to be located at the beginning of what we now call the Middle Ages. Bede was no new Cassiodorus, said Riché, because his attitude toward the liberal arts was fundamentally different from that of his sixth-century predecessor; Bede and his Anglo-Saxon contemporaries had no use for the heritage of classical antiquity except as a preliminary to the formation of a biblically-based Christian culture.10 Thus, their intellectual program included no geometry, little medicine, no rhetoric or dialectic, and no musical theory. They were left with only those liberal arts that had direct application in the life of the Church: arithmetic for the calculation of dates in the ecclesiastical calendar, astronomy, cosmography, and (overshadowing all the rest) the study of grammar as an aid to biblical interpretation. And even this reduced body of knowledge remained in the nearly exclusive possession of a small clerical elite. In short, Riché concluded, “we are already witnessing a very medieval ambiance.”11

10 For the views summarized here, see Pierre Riché, Education and Culture in the Barbarian West: From the Sixth through the Eighth Century, trans. John J. Contreni (Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina Press, 1976), 384–99.

11 Ibid., 399.

More recent research has suggested that Riché was too quick to banish rhetoric from the culture of Anglo-Saxon England in the eighth century.12 Riché’s mistake was to accept Bede’s derogatory remarks about rhetoric and “secular studies” at face value without taking into account the numerous occasions upon which Bede made use of the very sciences he decried as worthless, even dangerous, for the pious Christian. (Similar misjudgments, for similar reasons, have frequently been made about Gregory the Great.13) And yet, as Gerald Bonner has said, Riché was right to see the cultural program of Wearmouth and Jarrow as utilitarian, subordinate to the salvation of souls.14 When we read Riché’s assessment, we can affirm all that he had to say about Bede’s motives, even if we have to modify his extreme statements about Bede’s separation from patristic culture. After all, one of the dominant characteristics of the medieval world was precisely its continuity with patristic tradition. In the words of Jean Leclercq, “it is a patristic culture, the prolongation of patristic culture in another age and in another civilization.”15

12 Calvin B. Kendall, “Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica: The Rhetoric of Faith,” in Medieval Eloquence: Studies in the Theory and Practice of Medieval Rhetoric, ed. James J. Murphy (Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1978), 145–72; Roger Ray, “Bede’s Vera Lex Historiae,” Speculum 55 (1980): 1–21; idem, “What Do We Know about Bede’s Commentaries?” Recherches de théologie ancienne et médiévale 49 (1982): 13–8.

13 For a corrective, see M. L. W. Laistner, Thought and Letters in Western Europe: A.D. 500 to 900, 2nd rev. ed. (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1957), 109–10, and Riché’s own observations in Education and Culture, 152–57.

14 Bonner, “Bede and Medieval Civilization,” 87.

15 Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God, trans. Catherine Misrahi, 3rd ed. (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), 106.

If this is so, we are not really forced to choose between Bede’s patristic or medieval identity as two incompatible alternatives. Jan Davidse has pointed out that for Bede, the Fathers were both past and present, experienced both as contemporaries and as esteemed predecessors.16 He stood at a transition point in history as a Church Father for the new world that was coming to be. Through his efforts, the patristic tradition (itself already an outgrowth from biblical roots) was lovingly transplanted onto fresh soil, where, suitably adapted, it was to flourish for several centuries to come.

16 Jan Davidse, “The Sense of History in the Works of the Venerable Bede,” Studi Medievali, ser. 3, 23 (1982): 655–56.



Bede’s exegesis in current research

Although the Middle Ages looked to Bede for instruction in grammar, natural science, and biblical studies, Bede is best known to modern readers as a historian, particularly as the author of the Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum. It is this work that has earned him the well-deserved title of “Father of English History,” and no one would dispute that it is his crowning achievement. Bede himself seems to have regarded it as such, since it was at the end of the autobiographical section in the Historia ecclesiastica that he provided us with a list of his writings, as if to suggest that this was the greatest of them all. (The force of the suggestion is perhaps diminished but by no means eliminated even if, as seems likely, Bede was here following the example of Gregory of Tours, who listed his own literary works at the end of the Historia Francorum.17) Nevertheless, most of the works on Bede’s list are to be classified not as history or poetry or literary criticism, but as biblical exegesis.

17 Gregory of Tours Historia Francorum 10.31 (trans. Lewis Thorpe, Gregory of Tours: The History of the Franks (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1974), 602–3.

Bede put his scriptural commentaries at the head of the list and introduced the catalogue of his works in words that, as we have seen, make it clear that he conceived his vocation to be, first and foremost, that of a student and expounder of the biblical text. But strange as it may seem, modern scholars have only recently begun to give credence to Bede’s own understanding of his life’s work by giving his exegesis the attention it deserves. The commentaries have often been dismissed as unoriginal and derivative, or simply ignored in favor of the historical works. At best, the rich veins of Bede’s exegesis have been mined by scholars seeking nuggets of information that will help them interpret the Historia ecclesiastica. Fortunately, this neglect is now at last coming to an end.


It has long been recognized that critical editions of the commentaries would be prerequisite to any proper understanding of Bede’s exegesis, since without them it was impossible to assess either his criteria for selection of source material or the extent of his original contributions. We know that Bede often (though certainly not always) indicated his borrowings from earlier authors by inserting notes in the margins of his works and that he desired copyists to follow suit, but in all but a few instances, there are no such notes to be found in the manuscripts that have come down to us.18 Not until 1939, with the appearance of Laistner’s edition of the two commentaries on the Acts of the Apostles, did scholars have any of Bede’s exegesis available in reliable texts with sources clearly indicated. Since 1960, critical editions of many of the commentaries have been published in the Corpus christianorum series latina, superseding the inadequate editions of J. A. Giles that were produced in 1843–1844 and reprinted a few years later in Migne’s Patrologia latina. With these basic texts finally available, several important studies of Bede’s commentaries have been produced in the last 30 years, and a general picture of his exegetical program has begun to emerge.19

18 E. F. Sutcliffe, “Some Footnotes to the Fathers,” Biblica 6 (1925): 205–10; M. L. W. Laistner, “Source-Marks in Bede Manuscripts,” Journal of Theological Studies 34 (1933): 350–54.

19 The studies of Bede’s exegesis prior to 1982 are cited in Ray, “Bede’s Commentaries,” 7, no. 16. This article is still the most comprehensive summary available of the state of the question, but see also chapter 3 on Bede’s exegetical works in Brown, Bede the Venerable, 42–61, which includes a brief description of each commentary. For an excellent introduction to Bede as preacher, see Lawrence T. Martin, “The Two Worlds in Bede’s Homilies: The Biblical Event and the Listeners’ Experience,” in De Ore Domini: Preacher and Word in the Middle Ages, eds. Thomas L. Amos, Eugene A. Green, and Beverly Mayne Kienzle (Kalamazoo, MI: Medieval Institute Publications, Western Michigan University, 1989), 27–40.

We have seen that Bede’s expressed intention was to follow in the footsteps of the Fathers. For him, that meant primarily, but not exclusively, Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, and Gregory the Great (whom Bede was the first to name together as the four great doctors of the Latin Church20). In addition, he made use of the exegesis of Cyprian, Hilary of Poitiers, Isidore of Seville, and Cassiodorus. On occasion, he cited Greek patristic authors such as Origen, Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nazianzus, and John Chrysostom—usually in Latin translations but apparently at times in the original Greek. Whether he was utilizing the work of a Western father or an Eastern one, his selection of material to quote or comment upon was always apt and judicious, never slavish or perfunctory.21 The list of patristic sources in Bede’s library makes it clear that the dominant influence on him was that of the Alexandrian tradition of allegorical exegesis stemming from Origen.22 But Robert McNally and Joseph Kelly have shown that Bede was also in touch with Irish exegetical traditions (from which he drew in writing his commentaries on the Catholic Epistles and the Apocalypse) and must have therefore had some exposure to the more literal approach represented by the Irish heirs of the Antiochene school; its influence on him, however, was not extensive.23

20 Bede In Lucae evangelium expositio, ed. D. Hurst, Corpus christianorum series latina (CCSL) 120 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1960), Prologus, lines 98–100, p. 7.

21 For Bede’s use of patristic sources, see M. L. W. Laistner, “The Library of the Venerable Bede,” and the same author’s “Bede as a Classical and Patristic Scholar,” Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 4th series, vol. 16 (London: Offices of the Royal Historical Society, 1933), 69–94, reprinted in The Intellectual Heritage of the Early Middle Ages, ed. Chester G. Starr (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1957), 93–116. On his originality, see Meyvaert, “Bede the Scholar,” 41–4.

22 Ansgar Willmes, “Bedas Bibelauslegung,” Archiv für Kulturgeschichte 44 (1962): 291; Charles W. Jones, “Some Introductory Remarks on Bede’s Commentary on Genesis,” Sacris Erudiri 19 (1969–70): 132.

23 Robert E. McNally, ed., Scriptores Hiberniae minores, pt. 1, CSSL 108B (Turnhout: Brepols, 1973), x; and Joseph F. Kelly, “Bede and the Irish Exegetical Tradition on the Apocalypse,” Revue Bénédictine 92 (1982): 393–406. For the contrast between Antiochene and Alexandrian approaches to biblical exegesis, see H. N. Bates, “Some Technical Terms of Greek Exegesis,” Journal of Theological Studies 24 (1922): 59–66; and Robert M. Grant with David Tracy, A Short History of the Interpretation of the Bible, 2nd rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 52–72. For the dominance of the Alexandrian influence in the medieval Latin West, see M. L. W. Laistner, “Antiochene Exegesis in Western Europe,” Harvard Theological Review 40 (1947): 19–32; and Smalley, Study of the Bible, 1–26.

Nor does he seem to have derived very much in the way of literal exegesis from the school of Canterbury, although Benedict Biscop had been abbot there while Theodore of Tarsus was archbishop, and Bernhard Bischoff has identified the oral teaching of Theodore and his companion Hadrian as the source of some Carolingian glosses that are rich in scientific explanations of biblical events.24 Some moderation of Bede’s allegorical tendencies was probably due to the influence of the later works of Jerome, whose championship of the Hebraica veritas struck a responsive chord in Bede.25 But Gregory the Great was the prevailing influence on Bede’s exegesis, and since Gregory had learned so much from Origen, we may with justification consider Bede as a disciple of the third-century Alexandrian, albeit for the most part indirectly.26

24 Bernhard Bischoff, “Turning-Points in the History of Latin Exegesis in the Early Middle Ages,” in Biblical Studies: The Medieval Irish Contribution, Proceedings of the Irish Biblical Association, no. 1, ed. Martin McNamara (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1976), 74–7.

25 Bede’s preference for Jerome’s Vulgate translation of the Old Testament is evident in the Epistola ad Plegvinam, ed. C. W. Jones, CCSL 123C (Turnhout: Brepols, 1980), 617–26. On Jerome’s waning enthusiasm for allegorical exegesis (which he nevertheless continued to use) and his increasing accent on the literal sense as his Hebrew studies progressed, see L. N. Hartmann, “St. Jerome as an Exegete,” in A Monument to Saint Jerome: Essays on Some Aspects of His Life, Works and Influence, ed. F. X. Murphy (New York: Sheed & Ward, 1952), 74–5; and E. F. Sutcliffe, “Jerome,” in Cambridge History of the Bible, vol. 2, The West From the Fathers to the Reformation, ed. G. W. H. Lampe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 90–1.

26 For Gregory’s influence on Bede, see Willmes, “Bedas Bibelauslegung,” 292; Paul Meyvaert, Bede and Gregory the Great, Jarrow Lecture, 1964, reprinted in Benedict, Gregory, Bede and Others (London: Variorum Reprints, 1977); Jones, “Bede’s Commentary on Genesis,” 132; and Thacker, “Bede’s Ideal of Reform,” 133–35.

In most of his commentaries, Bede’s method was to analyze the meaning (first literal, then spiritual) of each verse or portion of a verse in the biblical text, in the fashion of a Latin grammaticus.27 His comments were usually based on the Vulgate text exemplified by the Codex Amiatinus (the oldest extant manuscript of the entire Vulgate and a product of Bede’s own monastery), but he made use of a number of Old Latin versions as well.28 When appropriate, he gave attention to textual criticism, most notably in his two commentaries on Acts, in which he compared various Latin versions with the Greek text as found in New Testament manuscripts in his possession.29 This means that he had some knowledge of Greek, but it has been shown that all the Hebrew terms he employed were taken over from Jerome.30

27 Ray, “Bede’s Commentaries,” 12, no. 38 observes that only the Quaestiones in Reges and the Aliquot quaestionum liber proceed by means of questions and answers rather than verse-by-verse commentary.

28 The indexes of biblical citations in many of the CCSL editions of Bede’s works indicate when Bede’s quotations of biblical passages deviate from the Vulgate.

29 See M. L. W. Laistner, “The Latin Versions of Acts Known to the Venerable Bede,” Harvard Theological Review 30 (1937): 37–50; idem, Bedae venerabilis expositio Actuum Apostolorum et retractatio, Mediaeval Academy of America Publications, no. 35 (Cambridge, MA: Mediaeval Academy of America, 1939), xxxix–xli; and Lawrence T. Martin, “Bede as a Linguistic Scholar,” American Benedictine Review 35 (1984): 204–12. Laistner believed that a bilingual (Greek and Old Latin) manuscript of Acts used by Bede is still extant as Bodleian Libr. Laud graec. 35; it was, however, rejected as a Jarrow book by N. R. Ker in his Medieval Libraries of Great Britain: A List of Surviving Books, 2nd ed. (London: Offices of the Royal Historical Society, 1964), 105.

30 For various assessments of Bede’s facility with Greek, see Laistner, Thought and Letters, 161–62; W. F. Bolton, “An Aspect of Bede’s Later Knowledge of Greek,” Classical Review, n.s., 13 (1963): 17–8; A. C. Dionisotti, “On Bede, Grammars, and Greek,” Revue Bénédictine 92 (1982): 128, 140–41; and Kevin M. Lynch, “Bede’s Knowledge of Greek,” Traditio 39 (1983): 432–39. For his dependence on Jerome for all his citations of Hebrew terms see E. F. Sutcliffe, “The Venerable Bede’s Knowledge of Hebrew,” Biblica 16 (1935): 301–6.

Bede’s penchant was for practical, not systematic, theology; as Bernard Capelle put it a half century ago, “Bede was not a speculative theologian. He was more at home with facts than with ideas, better at the exposition of the truth than at its discovery, more teacher, in short, than thinker.”31 This non-speculative quality of all Bede’s writing is inescapable, whether it was a characteristically English trait (as Capelle thought),the result of certain lacunae in his patristic library (as Gerald Bonner has suggested), or simply a response to the needs of a formerly barbarian culture only recently converted to Christianity (as Jan Davidse would have it).32 In all his works, Bede was striving more to edify his readers than to investigate unknown theological territory, and he was convinced (no doubt rightly) that what would edify most was a spiritual interpretation of Scripture centering on Christ, the Church, and the sacramental life.33

31 D. Bernard Capelle, “Le rôle théologique de Bède le Vénérable,” Studia Anselmiana 6 (1936): 16.

32 Ibid., 17; Bonner, “Bede and Medieval Civilization,” 88–9; Davidse, “The Sense of History,” 672.

33 Meyvaert, “Bede the Scholar,” 47.

In his quest for spiritual edification, Bede had no wish to desert the literal meaning of the text. Charles Jones, in the fullest account to date of Bede’s view of the various senses to be found in Scripture, called attention to Bede’s cautionary words in his commentary on Genesis: “We should carefully consider that when one devotes his attention to allegorical interpretations, he therewith abandons the clear historical statement by such allegorizing.”34 But still less would he allow his readers to remain content with the letter, “in the Jewish fashion,” without proceeding to a higher sense; here he was the true heir of Origen, indeed, of all the Fathers.35 Bede does not seem to have been at all consistent regarding the precise number of levels of meaning to be found in Scripture. In theoretical discussions, he sometimes identified four senses, sometimes three, while in practice he usually distinguished but two, the literal and the spiritual. A variety of terms indicating the spiritual sense, such as “typically,” “mystically,” “figuratively,” and “allegorically,” he seems to have used more or less as synonyms.36 All of this, once again, reveals Bede as the heir of Origen and suggests that his writings were an important channel by which allegorical exegesis of the Alexandrian sort was transmitted to the Middle Ages.

34 Bede Libri quatuor in principium Genesis, ed. C. W. Jones, CCSL 118A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1967), 1, lines 29–31, p. 3 (trans. Jones, “Bede’s Commentary on Genesis,” 157).

35 Ray, “Bede’s Commentaries,” 18, with reference to Bede In primam partem Samuhelis, ed. D. Hurst, CCSL 119 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1962), Prologus, lines 10–34, p. 9.

36 Jones, “Bede’s Commentary on Genesis,” 135–55.



Allegorical exegesis and the modern reader

Why should the recent revival of interest in Bede’s biblical commentaries be considered a positive development? As far as the appeal of allegory to the modern reader is concerned, it would seem that little has changed since M. L. W. Laistner wrote as follows of the distance between Bede’s exegetical approach and the sensibilities of the twentieth century:


Allegorical interpretation, which is the leading purpose of all Bede’s commentaries and which is found in its most elaborate or extreme form in his exposition of I Samuel and of the Song of Songs, is a form of spiritual and intellectual exercise for which modern readers have neither the taste nor the understanding. Its all but universal use by monastic teachers and commentators, like the attribution of everything out of the common to miraculous intervention of the Deity either directly or through chosen instruments, forces one to realize how utterly alien to our own habits of thought, and how all but incomprehensible, were some of the workings of the medieval mind.37

37 Laistner, Thought and Letters, 160.



Of what value is it, then, to study Bede’s commentaries when they exhibit so much that is directly contrary to the standards of modern biblical criticism? And if we do read them, how can we make some sense of the highly allegorical exegesis they contain?

The current revival of interest in Bede’s commentaries has followed a long-standing fascination with his historical works, which are indisputably the most complete and accurate written sources available to us from the early Anglo-Saxon period. Students of Anglo-Saxon literature, politics, art, religion, and culture have perforce turned to Bede’s histories (especially the Historia ecclesiastica) for illumination in their fields of study. Moreover, they have found Bede to be not only a reliable source of information but also an exemplary practitioner of the historian’s craft. They have appreciated his narrative art, his identification of sources, his quotation of important documents, and his judicious ordering of vast amounts of material. At the same time, however, they have been puzzled or perplexed by other features of Bede’s approach to the writing of history, such as his avowedly didactic purpose and the credulity with which he recounts miraculous events. All of these characteristic features, both those that appeal to modern readers and those that put them off, Bede seems to have absorbed, at least in part, from his lifelong study of the Bible and patristic literature. In many instances, then, the best clue to what Bede meant by a particular phrase, or to his understanding of an important historical event, lies in his exegesis.38

38 Judith McClure, “Bede’s Old Testament Kings,” in Ideal and Reality in Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society: Studies Presented to J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, eds. Patrick Wormald with Donald Bullough and Roger Collins (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1983), 76: “One of the most important of recent advances in the study of the Ecclesiastical History has been the appreciation that Bede’s work as an historian cannot be treated in isolation from his writings on the Scriptures… . Thus his exegesis of the Old Testament is particularly relevant to the study of his historical writing, because here he was dealing with the people of Israel at various stages in their history, in conditions which he readily perceived were analogous to those determining the development of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.”

Although we can rejoice that historians have led the way to a rediscovery of Bede as an exegete, we must realize that to study Bede’s commentaries merely, or even primarily, in order to see what light they have to shed on the historical works is to read them otherwise than as Bede intended. If he devoted most of his life to the labor of exegesis, he was not aiming to illuminate his other works but to direct his readers to the Bible itself and to the theological truths he discovered therein.

But how can modern readers learn to appreciate allegorical exegesis of the sort Bede produced? Anyone who attempts to read Bede’s commentaries as biblical exposition and theological statement is well advised to pay attention to Paul Meyvaert’s trenchant observations about the exegesis of Bede and his master Gregory the Great:


It should be viewed as a grand exercise in the use of the imagination, and we should not be overly concerned with the particular text of Scripture which is being commented on. Figures like Bede and Gregory were concerned to make certain doctrinal points and to pass on some of the lessons they had drawn from their own spiritual experience. They are constantly on the watch for scriptural verses on which they can peg this or that idea. What ultimately counts is less the incongruity of some of the pegs than the insistence and frequency with which we find this or that theme being repeated. This is what furnishes a real key to the inner preoccupations of the writer.39

39 Meyvaert, “Bede the Scholar,” 45–6.



Meyvaert’s point is well taken. Better to read one of Bede’s commentaries as a whole, so that we are able to follow the recurrent theological themes, than to examine piecemeal his treatment of isolated verses. While we may often find ourselves bewildered at the process of thought by which Bede moved from a particular verse to the spiritual application he derived from it, the spiritual application itself (taken as a theological or homiletic statement rather than as exegesis in the strict sense of the term) is usually clear enough.

We must beware, however, lest we impose upon Bede’s writing a distinction that he did not intend to make and would certainly have rejected. For Bede (as for all patristic and medieval authors), both theology and homiletics were essentially exegetical enterprises. Bede was convinced that Scripture really did have various levels of meaning and that the spiritual applications he drew from the sacred page were not merely the products of his own imagination. He never tired of quoting the words of Saint Paul in 1 Cor. 10:11: “Now all these things happened to them in figure, and they are written for our correction.”40 As he understood the matter, his commentaries (and those of the Fathers before him) were valuable only so far as they served to illuminate the infinite mysteries contained in Holy Scripture. Allegorical interpretation of the sort he produced is no longer fashionable among modern biblical scholars, but we should not let that obscure Bede’s honored place among their early medieval predecessors. We cannot properly venerate Bede as a theologian if we deny that he was in any meaningful sense an exegete, for he certainly counted himself among those “spiritual teachers and interpreters of both testaments who according to the word of the Lord bring forth out of their treasure new things and old.”41

40 See, for example, the exordium in Bede De tabernaculo et vasis eius ac vestibus sacerdotum libri III, ed. D. Hurst, CCSL 119A (Turnhout: Brepols, 1969), 1, lines 5–6, p. 5.

41 Ibid., 2, lines 926–28, p. 65, with an allusion to Mt. 13:52.

To state the issue bluntly, readers of Bede’s commentaries simply cannot escape the question of hermeneutical presuppositions. When we approach the Bible, what do we assume that it is about? Many (but thankfully not all) modern biblical scholars seem to believe that the Bible is primarily, if not exclusively, a historical document that provides us with information about religious life in the ancient world. By contrast, Bede (along with all other patristic and medieval exegetes) assumed that the Bible was God’s word addressed to a particular community of faith. In his view, Scripture was not merely the product of human intellect and art but a divine revelation given to Christians in every age so that they might be inspired, guided, and nourished in faith. Exegesis, by this account, is nothing less than attentive listening to the voice of God for the sake of the Church and its ministry.

We have already had occasion to note that Bede’s commentaries addressed an audience of Christian pastors and teachers and that the theology he derived from the Bible for their benefit was neither speculative nor systematic in character. We might best describe it as pastoral theology—not in the narrow sense of the theology of pastoral care (although that is certainly included), but in the wider sense of a theology that describes and informs the ministry of those charged with the cure of souls. The numerous copies of Bede’s commentaries that are extant from every century of the Middle Ages indicate that they served their purpose well for quite a long time.42 However, it is probably safe to assume that very few parish clergy or professors of pastoral theology in the twentieth century have read any of these works or similar works by other patristic and medieval authors. There is now some hope, at least, that this may change.

42 See M. L. W. Laistner and H. H. King, A Hand-List of Bede Manuscripts (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1943).

In recent years, Thomas Oden of Drew University has argued persuasively against the current widespread (indeed, almost universal) ignorance of pre-modern pastoral theology, calling for a creative synthesis of this venerable tradition with the insights derived from modern psychological theory and clinical experience.43 Oden recognizes that a text such as Gregory the Great’s Regula pastoralis is replete with exegesis that seems naively unhistorical and uncritical by modern standards, but he is willing to accept such exegesis as characteristic of an earlier time and still appropriable by modern readers as symbol, illustration, and analogy.44 If Oden and others are successful in this campaign to reclaim the classical tradition of pastoral theology, Bede’s exegetical works may well find a new audience of Christian pastors, although they will certainly have to be translated, and probably judiciously edited and abridged, before they will be accessible to most modern practitioners of Christian worship, education, and pastoral care.45

43 Thomas C. Oden, Pastoral Theology: Essentials of Ministry (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1982), 7–11; Care of Souls in the Classic Tradition, Theology and Pastoral Care Series, ed. Don S. Browning (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 26–40; Becoming a Minister, Classical Pastoral Care Series, vol. 1 (New York: Crossroad, 1987), 1–10.

44 Idem, Care of Souls, 60.

45 Since 1985, English translations of some of Bede’s commentaries have begun to appear in the Cistercian Studies Series published by Cistercian Publications in Kalamazoo, Michigan.
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