An Analysis of Oratio Pastoralis (Pastoral Prayer) of St. Aelred of Rievaulx

Aelred was the abbot of the Cistercian abbey of Rievaulx in Yorkshire from 1147 to 1167. He was born in Northumbria in 1110 and as a boy he entered into the service of King David I of Scotland.[footnoteRef:27151] It was during Aelred's administrative career in the royal court at Roxburgh that he visited the monastic community of Rievaulx in 1134 and after spending a single night at the abbey chose to join the Cistercian community.[footnoteRef:13718]  [27151:  E. Suzanne Elder, “Early Cistercian Writers” in The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order, ed. by Mette Birkedal Brunn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), p. 201]  [13718:  Elder, (2013), p. 201
Marsha L. Dutton (ed.), A Companion to Aelred of Rievaulx (1110–1167), (Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2017), p. 21] 


The Oratio Pastoralis is hard to date with any certainty and it remains unclear whether it was written by a younger Aelred, newly in the role of abbot, or by an older Aelred who had grown to love his community deeply.[footnoteRef:6788] The only extant source for the Oratio Pastoralis is in the late twelfth or early thirteenth century manuscript, written and compiled at Rievaulx, which is now held in Jesus College, Cambridge, Cambridge MS Jesus College Q.B. 17.[footnoteRef:10695] This compilation manuscript features a number of important Cistercian documents, such as; the Exordium parvum, the twelfth century document containing the origins and early history of Cîteaux, together with official documents and letters; the first nine chapters of the Carta caritatis prior, the constitution of the Cistercian order; and Pope Innocent II’s 1132 privilege to the Cistercians; amongst others.[footnoteRef:24517] Oratio Pastoralis follows two catalogues of the books held in the library of Rievaulx and precedes the historical and legal Cistercian documents. This position in the compilation suggests the importance placed on Aelred’s prayer within the community at Rievaulx.[footnoteRef:32724] The Oratio Pastoralis is accompanied by descriptive additions, one from the thirteenth century and another from the fourteenth or fifteenth. The thirteenth century addition labels the prayer “The prayer of venerable Aelred, Abbot of Rievaulx, meant for prelates and especially abbots” suggesting that it was understood at this time by the scribe to be a guide and had a practical pastoral value and application.[footnoteRef:30105]  [6788:  Marsha L. Dutton, For Your Own People: Aelred of Rievaulx's Pastoral Prayer, (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 2008), p. 8
Marsha L. Dutton, “Aelred of Rievaulx: The pastoral prayer” in Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 37.4 (2002), pp. 458-459]  [10695:  Dutton, (2008), p. 8
Pauline Matarasso (ed.), The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century, (London: Penguin Books, 1993), p. 194]  [24517:  Dutton, (2008), p. 9]  [32724:  Dutton, (2008), p. 9
Dutton, (2008), pp. 7-8]  [30105:  Oracio venerabilis Aelredi Abbatis Rieuallensis propria prelatorum maxime abbatum. 
Dutton, (2008), p. 10] 


The Oratio Pastoralis opens with imagery borrowed from the bible. Aelred uses the metaphor of shepherd and flock from John 10:14 in his direct appeal to Christ, and in doing so echoes the imagery Christ himself used when appealing to the Pharisees. This passage in the Gospel of St. John relates Christ's challenge to the Pharisees with regard to a shepherd’s relationship with the flock and the depth of love and self sacrifice that is required of the good shepherd. Cistercian literature from the outset had utilised this style of writing, using biblical vocabulary and drawing from biblical imagery and allegory.[footnoteRef:12305] Imagery from Chapter 9 of the Exordium parvum details the church of Cîteaux being widowed of her shepherd.[footnoteRef:12802] This directly parallels Christ as shepherd. Another common Cistercian use of biblical imagery is the symbolism of the wilderness and desert.[footnoteRef:21009] Numerous foundation myths of Cistercian monastic houses, and most notably that of Cîteaux, describe the locations chosen as sites as desert places and wildernesses. The parallels between monks leaving the secular world to join a ascetic community in the care of their abbot and Moses, as the Old Testament prototype of Christ the good shepherd, as he led the Israelites out of captivity in Egypt. Aelred uses this same metaphor for his community at Rievaulx: “I pray you, is this not your household, dearest Lord, your very own people, whom you have led out of Egypt for the second time,...”  [12305:  Denis Farkasfalvy, “Biblical Vocabulary as a Reflection of the Spirituality of the Founders of Citeaux” in The New Monastery: Texts and Studies on the Earliest Cistercians, ed. by E. Rozanne Elder, (Kalamazoo, Michigan: Cistercian Publications, 1998), p. 145, 154]  [12802:  “viduata igitur suo pastore cisterciensis ecclesia...”
]  [21009:  Farkasfalvy, (1998), p. 156-157] 


The Oratio Pastoralis concerns Aelred’s anxieties and doubts regarding his own suitability for the position of abbot of Rievaulx and yet, in his earlier secular life he had demonstrated his administrative abilities by rising to the rank of Master of the Household of the King of Scotland.[footnoteRef:30308] His administrative skills are also arguably reflected in the high numbers of men, both monks and conversi, choosing to join the community of Rievaulx during his abbacy.[footnoteRef:16490] The appeal of Rievaulx to so many new recruits also would seem to point to his good nature and character and Aelred himself wrote extensively, warmly, and, sensitively about the importance of friendship and community with a marked emphasis on the human capability for love in its various forms.[footnoteRef:8399]  [30308:  Dutton, (2002), p. 459]  [16490:  Elder, (2013), p. 201]  [8399:  Elder, (2013), p. 202] 


Aelred's love for his monastic community at Rievaulx revealed in the Oratio Pastoralis reflects his belief in the need to help the individual monks in his care to advance on their spiritual journey.[footnoteRef:15028] 
	“Thou knowest, Lord, I do not want to rule them harshly or self-assertively, but
	to help them in charity, rather than command, and to be subject to them in 		humility, while being always one of them in sympathy.” 
									Oratio Pastoralis, VIII [15028:  Janet Burton and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Woodbridge, Suffolk: The Boydell Press, 2011), p. 119] 

There is something innovative in the way Aelred reveals how human friendships and relationships help lead to a relationship with Christ on earth.[footnoteRef:6724] Whilst the Oratio Pastoralis gives insight into the challenges Aelred felt he faced on a personal level in his role as abbot it is also revealed as an important document in the burgeoning monastic tradition of affective piety. This spiritual movement of emotional monasticism has been argued by Lauren Mancia to have started much earlier than has often been assumed.[footnoteRef:29601] Aelred's Oratio Pastoralis evokes the material and the concerns of the Confessio Theologica of Jean of Fécamp, the eleventh century reforming abbot of the Benedictine Abbey of Fécamp, and his emotional expressions of anxiety and doubts echo in particular St. Augustine's Confessions.[footnoteRef:14249]  [6724:  Burton and Kerr, (2011), p. 143]  [29601:  Lauren Mancia, Emotional monasticism: Affective piety in the eleventh-century monastery of John of Fécamp, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2019) p. 1]  [14249:  Dutton, (2008), pp. 28-30
Dutton, (2008), pp. 27-28] 


It could perhaps be argued that the Oratio Pastoralis is limited as a source because there is only one single extant copy of the prayer. Thus, comparisons between versions of the prayer are impossible. Perhaps its inclusion and position in the Jesus College manuscript is indicative of the bias of the cult surrounding Aelred which followed him at Rievaulx. Yet these two features themselves give the prayer its value. The uniqueness of the surviving copy and the obvious importance of the prayer provide insight into the pastoral life of Rievaulx and how Aelred administered the community with his own personal brand of Cistercian pastoral ideals and its inclusion in the manuscript suggests that the prayer was integral to the identity of Rievaulx as a monastic house. The Oratio Pastoralis gives insight into how Aelred administered Rievaulx. Despite his anxieties, it would seem that he succeeded in making good monks, as attested by Walter Daniel, Aelred’s secretary and biographer, who described Aelred’s novices as “worthy vessels of God and acceptable to the Order and even examples of perfection to those who truly yearn to excel as patterns of goodness.”[footnoteRef:25448] The Oratio Pastoralis reveals on individual level the concerns of a successful yet self-doubting abbot in a real place and time but also reflects Cistercian views on the roles of the abbot. Beyond that it fits into a pattern of reflective confessional literature and prayerfulness with roots stretching back to St. Augustine and which belies the assumptions that affective piety is a later concept. [25448:  James France, “The Cistercian Community” in The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order, ed. by Mette Birkedal Brunn, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013) p. 83] 
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