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St Bernard of Clairvaux inspired by God (the hand trom the cloud) wi th two
pupils at his feet, as he was perceived by an early thirteenth-century English
Cistercian (Bodleian Library, Oxford). '




The letter of St Bernard to his nephew Robert

When Robert was young his parents had promised him as a child oblate to Cluny. Later, when he was old
cnough Lo make up his own mind he joined the Cistercians at Cileaux, and then moved to join Bernard at
Clairvaux. He must have found the life too austere, and he may have been troubled by his parents’ promise
to Cluny. He lelt Clairvaux to join the Cluniacs, and this gave rise to a long letter [rom Bernard in which

he tried Lo persuade Robert Lo return.,

The following are extracts only, in which Bernard points out the advantages of the severe life of the
Cisterciuns. It has been called the “first shot in the great controversy between the congregation of Cluny

and the Cislercian reform™.

Long enough, perhaps too long, have I waited, dearest Robert, for the Lord that he
might deign to touch your soul and mine through yours, moving you to salutary
regrets for your error and me to joy for your deliverance.... ’

(Bernard suggests that Robert was duped into leaving for Cluny). First there came
a certain grand Prior sent by the chief of all the priors himself. Outwardly he
came in sheep’s clothing, but within he was a ravening wolf. The shepherds were
deceived by his semblance to a sheep, and admitted him into the fold....

In the meantime representations were made to Rome. The authority of the Holy
See was cajoled. And to make sure that the Pope would not refuse his assent, it
was suggested to him that this youth while still a child had been oblated at Cluny
by his parents. There was no one present to refute this nor was it anticipated that
there would be. Judgement was pronounced on the case in the absence of the

judged....

Let them see and judge which has the most force: the vow a father makes on
behalf of his son, or the vow a son makes on his own behalf, especially when it is
a vow of something better. Let your servant and law giver, Benedict, judge which
is the more in order: a vow made for a child when it is too young to know
anything about it, or the vow he makes afterwards when he is of an age to speak
for himself. However, there is no doubt that the boy was only promised to Cluny
without any formal oblation, for the petition prescribed in the Rule was not made
by his parents, nor was the hand bound in the altar cloth and the offering made
before witnesses. They point out the land which they say was made with the child
and for him. But if they received him with the land, how was it they kept the land
and not the child? Can it be that they prized the land more than the child? You
yourself, Robert, are a witness that you entered our Order from the world and not
from Cluny. You implored to be admitted, you begged and besought, but much
against your will your entrance was put off for two years on account of your
tender age. When this time had been allowed patiently to pass and without




evasion, at last with prayers and (as you will remember) with many tears you
besought the long awaited mercy and were granted the admission you had sought
so long. You were tried in all patience for a year according to the Rule...After the
year had passed you, of your own free will, made your profession and then, for the
first time, you put off the attire of the world and were clothed in the habit of
religion. :

Y ou foolish boy! Who has bewitched you to break the vows which adorned your
lips? Will you not be justified or condemned out of your own mouth? Why then
are you so anxious about the vow your parents made and yet so regardless of your
own? Itisout of your own mouth and not out of the mouth of your parents that
you will be judged. Of your own vow, not of theirs, will you be called to render

account.... _ '

(Bernard now condemns Robert’s decision to enter Cluny) Would that if I die you
at least might live! But how can this be? Does salvation rest rather in soft raiment
and high living than in frugal fare and moderate clothing? If warm and
comfortable furs, if fine and precious cloth, if long sleeves and ample hoods, if
dainty coverlets and soft woollen shirts make a saint, why do I delay and not
follow you at once? But these things are the comforts for the weak, not the arms
of fighting men. They who wear soft raiment are in kings’ houses. Wine and
white bread, honey-wine and pittances, benefit the body not the soul. The soul is
not fattened out of frying pans! Many monks in Egypt served God for a long time
without fish. Pepper, ginger, cumin, sage, and all the thousand other spices may
please the palate but the inflame lust. And would you make my safety depend on
such things? Will you spend your youth safely among them? Salt with hunger is
seasoning enough for a man living soberly and wisely. If we eat before we are
hungry, then we must concoct mixtures with more and more I know not what far-
fetched flavours to arouse our greed and stimulate our flagging appetites. g

But what, you say, is to be done if one cannot live otherwise? Good. I know you
are not strong, that you would now find it difficult to support a harder way of life.
But what if you can act so as to make yourself able to do so. I will tell you how it
could be done. Arouse yourself, gird your loins, put aside idleness, grasp the
nettle, and do some hard work. If you act thus you will soon find that you only
need to eat what will satisfy your hunger, not what will make your mouth water,
Hard exercise will restore flavour to the food that idleness has taken away. Much
that you would refuse to eat when you have nothing to do you will be glad of after
hard work. Idleness makes one dainty, hard work makes one hungry.

Arise, soldier of Christ, I say arise. Shake off the dust and return to the battle.
Y ou will fight more gloriously after your flight, and you will conquer more
gloriously..
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54 The Works of Bernard of Clairvaux

merciful to your own soul; it cannot fail to win that mercy which
makes you pleasing to God. Any other sort of mercy is cruelty; it
is not love but malevolence; it is not discretion but disorder. It
feeds the barren childless women, (i.e. it follows the futile fancies
of the flesh), while it does no good to the widow (i.e. it does
nothing to cultivate the soul’s virtues). The soul is indeed bereaved
of its heavenly Bridegroom in this life, yet it has from the Holy
Spirit the power to conceive and bring forth immortal children.
These will, one day, enjoy their heavenly and incorruptible
inheritance, provided they are reared by a guardian who is pains-
taking and devoted.

18. Nowadays, slackness has become so general that it is accepted
as the normal thing. It is condoned by almost everyone unquestion-
ingly and in all innocence, though not for the same reasons.’*?
Some monks are detached in their use of such things, and so they
incur little or no guilt. In other cases simplicity or charity or
necessity is the motivation. There are monks who simply do what
they are told, and who are quite prepared to act otherwise if they
are so bidden. Some monks strive to avoid trouble with thosc
among whom they live. They do not aim at fulfilling their own
whims, but at safeguarding the peace of others. Finally there arc
monks who cannot withstand the majority voice which vigorously
insists that such things are all right, and with all its might resists any
attempt on the part of right reason to restrict or change anything.

IX. 19. Long ago, when the monastic Order began, who would
have dreamed that monks could become so slack: Oh, how far
away we have moved from g%oﬂ% and his contemporaries 128

122. Cf. Letter 7, 19 (PL 104d; trans. James, no. 8, pp. 37£).

123. Appeal to the authority of pre-Benedictine monastic tradition was
quite usual in early Cistercian apologetics. Cf. Ex. Magn. 1, 3£.; (ed. Griesser,
pp. sof.); William of St Thierry, Vita Prima, I, vii, 34 (PL 185: 247c); Aelred,
Speculum Caritatis, 11, 24 (PL 195:572¢). See also L. Bouyer, The Cistercian
Heritage, pp. 6f, and the letters of Edmund Bishop published under the title
“Cluniacs and Cistercians” in The Downside Review, 52 (1934), pp. 223-230.
The tendency to go beyond the letter of St Benedict’s Rule indicates perhaps
that the primary concern of the first Cistercians was for an integral monastic

life rather than the material fulfillment of the regulations of the Rule.

An Apologia to Abbot William 55 -

If, from time to time, one of them paid a call on another, they were
both so avid to receive spiritual nourishment from each other that
they forgot all about their meals. Often they spent the whole day
with fasting stomachs, but their minds were feasted. This is the
correct order of precedence, when the greater in dignity is served
first. This is real discretion, when the more important part is more
amply provided for. Finally, this is true love, to tend carefully the
souls for love of whom Christ died.

As for us, when we come together, to use the Apostle’s words,
it is not to eat the Lord’s supper.2* Nobody asks for the heavenly
bread, and no one distributes it. There is nothing about the Bible
or the salvation of souls. Jokes and laughter and chatter are all we
hear. At table, while the mouth is filled with food the ears are
nourished with gossip so absorbing that all moderation in eating is
forgotten.

On meals

20. Meanwhile course after course is brought in.**® Only meat is
lacking, and to compensate for this two huge servings of fish are
given. You might have thought that the first was sufficient, but
even the recollection of it vanishes once you have set to on the
second. The cooks prepare everything with such skill and cunning
that the four or five courses already consumed are no hindrance to
what is to follow, and the appetite is not checked by satiety. Once
the palate is attracted to piquant flavors, ordinary things begin to
pall; but if there is question of unusual flavors, desire is as quickly
aroused as if the meal had not yet begun. The selection of dishes is
so exciting that the stomach does not realize that it is being over-
taxed. We turn up our noses at food that is unadulterated, as nature
made it, and prefer to mix things together. We set aside their
natural, God-given qualities 5o as to entice excess with hybrid

124. 1 Cor 11:20.
125. For the literary genre of this passage, cf. Introduction, p. 17. See also

Leclercq, The Love of Learning, pp. 137£.
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