Assessment 2 – Commentary – Passage from Carta Caritatis:
The Carta Caritatis is viewed as one of the foundational documents of the Cistercian religious movement and is therefore important to monks who reside in Cistercian monasteries.[footnoteRef:1] The translation of Carta Caritatis is ‘Charter of charity’ or ‘charter of love’. This text details the relationship that was expected between the ‘mother’ houses and their ‘daughter’ houses. It also appears to stress the importance of clarity. The Carta Caritatis is approximately 900 years old and the person most presented as the author is Stephen Harding.[footnoteRef:2] It was written at a time where the more Cistercian monasteries were beginning to be founded and their leaders ‘sought clarity’.[footnoteRef:3] The title of this document is often misunderstood, the word ‘charity’ in this text references the fact that when a new Cistercian monastery would be founded, this new monastery would not be required to make any financial ‘donations’ to their ‘mother’ abbey.[footnoteRef:4] This specific passage discusses what should happen if the abbot of the ‘New Monastery’ (Citeaux) died. [1:  Harding, Stephen, Carta Caritatis ]  [2:   Schachenmayr, Alkuin Volker, ‘Conference Notes on Stephen Harding as the Sole Author of the Carta Caritatis: Did the Carta Found the Order?’]  [3:  Gregg, Stephen A, ‘Beginning with the Carta Caritatis’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 55.4 (2020)]  [4:  Chrysogonus Waddell, Narrative and Legislative Texts from early Cîteaux. ] 

The first sentence of this passage states that ‘upon the death of their father, the brethren of the New Monastery are to send three messengers to the abbots’ and that these abbots are ‘to gather there as many as they can summon within fifteen days’. Then the text explains that after this meeting has taken place ‘let them appoint as their shepherd one whom God had foreseen’. This is important as it sets out very clear expectations for how to proceed. The term ‘brethren’ is used here to describe the monks; this was very commonly used in Cistercian texts. It is also important to note that it says ‘as many as they can summon within fifteen days’, this is important as they would not want to have to wait too long to make this decision, therefore the monasteries that would have taken longer than this to get to due to the travel options at the time may not be included in this decision. The use of the word ‘shepherd’ is used to describe the abbot as an abbot would guide the monks as a shepherd would guide sheep. Furthermore, it is also important that the text states that the new abbot must be ‘one whom God had foreseen’, this is because monks are followers of God so an abbot must be ‘selected’ by God in order to be accepted.
The second sentence discusses what is to happen before this decision is being made, ‘the Lord abbot of La Ferte is to take the place of the deceased abbot in everything’. Having someone to take the place of the abbot would be important it is essential to always have a leader in place in order to keep the structures in place and ensure a sense of normality. This will then continue until ‘another abbot may, upon being elected, receive with the help of God both the place and its pastoral care’. This is important as the abbot must be able to have support in order to fill this role and gain full control of this key monastery.
The final sentence discusses what should happen in the other monasteries if they are to be ‘widowed in whatever manner of their pastor’. The passage states that they monks within the monastery are to ‘convoke the abbot of that church which gave it birth, and in his presence and with his advice let them elect for themselves an abbot from among their own brethren or those of the New Monastery or from the other churches’. This therefore suggests that it was important to the Cistercians to have senior members of the movement present when making such important decisions and that in such times the ‘daughter’ houses could rely on the house that ‘gave it birth’. It also sets out guidelines of the groups that they could select their new abbot from. This is important as the Cistercians ‘are not allowed to take to themselves an abbot from churches outside [the Order]’.[footnoteRef:5] [5:   ‘Carta Caritatis Prior On the Charter of Charity’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 55.4 (2020)] 

Overall, this passage of the Carta Caritatis is important as it sets out procedure for what is to happen once the abbot of a monastery is to die and how a new abbot should be selected. This enabled the Cistercians to have a set of rules to follow to ensure that everything was done in the correct manner. As stated in ‘The Cistercians in the Middle Ages’: ‘The Carta accordingly points to a desire, or aspiration[..]to ensure that all Cistercians followed the same customs’.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Burton, Janet, and Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages ] 
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