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[bookmark: _Hlk33283720][bookmark: _Hlk33184890]	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 was 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 offering made before witnesses.	(Bernard, Letter to Robert)

[bookmark: _Hlk33628391]This is part of a letter written in about 1119 by Bernard of Clairvaux to his nephew Robert in an attempt to encourage the young man to re-join the Cistercian order.[footnoteRef:1] Bernard was perhaps the greatest, certainly the most famous Cistercian abbot and his nephew had been a child oblate at Cluny, the mother house of the Cluniac order. Robert had, after a few years there, ‘defected’ to the Cistercian abbey of Cîteaux, later reverting to Cluny. Bernard encourages his return to Cîteaux, denying the validity of the oblation, saying ‘However, there was no doubt that the boy was only promised to Cluny without any formal oblation…’[footnoteRef:2] If there was no formal oblation then it was not according to the Rule of St Benedict and thus the child Robert was not a true oblate. Chapter 59 of the Rule, ‘The Offering of the Sons of the Rich and of the Poor’, clearly indicates that Benedict was not against the introduction of child oblates into the monastery.[footnoteRef:3] Bernard considered the oblation to have been imperfect because neither had the boy’s hand had been wrapped in the altar cloth, nor had the proper petition been made by his parents, as prescribed in the Rule. Benedict says nothing of whether or not this practice is desirable, only that it must be done correctly and, although for the purpose of this commentary it is not possible to go into the history of oblation before Benedict’s time, it was already established practice when the Rule was compiled in the sixth century.[footnoteRef:4] The letter goes on to say that Robert was forced to wait to enter Cîteaux because he was not old enough. While child oblation was not prohibited until the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, there were already, in Bernard’s time, moves against it and the legislation was, as is often the case, a formalisation of existing feeling. Brooke tells us that the number of oblates diminished in the twelfth century while adult novices increased in number.[footnoteRef:5] Burton and Kerr say that: ‘In the letter Bernard draws some sharp contrasts between the Cistercians and the Cluniacs.’[footnoteRef:6] Indeed, he seems to consider their actions in reclaiming Robert duplicitous, and that they cared more for the land given at the time of the oblation than for the boy.[footnoteRef:7] Bernard blames the Cluniacs for laxity in their acceptance of Robert: the ceremony was not properly carried out and no proper petition was made, thus Robert had never been a child oblate of Cluny.[footnoteRef:8] [1:  Janet Burton & Julie Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2011),
p. 13.]  [2:  Bernard of Clairvaux, ‘Letter from St Bernard to his nephew Robert’ included in course notes.]  [3:  Benedict of Nursia, ‘The Rule of St Benedict’ included in course notes.]  [4:  Peters gives a very brief outline of the history of child oblation in his essay: Greg Peters, ‘Offering Sons to the Monastery: Child Oblation, Monastic Benevolence, and the Cistercian Order in the Middle Ages’ Cistercian Studies Quarterly; 2003; 38, 3; p. 285-295.
]  [5:  Christopher Brooke, The Monastic World 1000 – 1300 (London: Paul Elek, 1974), p. 93.]  [6:  Burton & Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages, p. 34.]  [7:  Bernard of Clairvaux, ‘Letter from St Bernard’.]  [8:  Ibid.] 


What was the purpose of child oblation? Was it merely a matter of recruitment? As many child oblates brought with them lands or money, was it a mercenary move on the part of the abbey? A way of achieving the remission of parental sin?[footnoteRef:9] Or was it, as Greg Peters has said, an act of charity?[footnoteRef:10] Peters refers to the work of John Boswell, seeing child oblates as ‘a sub-category of exposed, or abandoned children.’[footnoteRef:11] Whatever the reason for the donation of the child, it would be cut off from its family and this is the abandonment intended by Boswell. No mention was made in Bernard’s letter as to why Robert was admitted to Cluny, and child oblates had, presumably, little say in whether they entered the cloister. Sometimes they were given because there were just too many children in the family, or as an offering to God.[footnoteRef:12] From the first sentence of this excerpt clearly Bernard considers child oblation an inferior route to the cloister. An adult, able to make his own decisions, is to be preferred. Despite child oblation being an established practice, the Cistercians and other orders came to see the presence of children, often as young as seven years of age, as a distraction.[footnoteRef:13] It is notable that, although many successful religious such as Orderic Vitalis and Abbot Suger had been child oblates, Bernard was not one of them, having joined Citeaux with thirty companions as a man.[footnoteRef:14] This practice had been a major source of recruitment and, in The Book of Life of the New Minster from Winchester, compiled in the eleventh century, between the 1030s and 1072 thirty-five of the forty-one named inhabitants of the monastery are pueri or boys.[footnoteRef:15] Barber in The Two Cities quoted Leclercq who saw the popularity of child oblation as showing ‘a fundamental psychological difference between the black monks and the new orders of the twelfth century…’[footnoteRef:16] Burton tells us the Cistercians were in the lead in the move against oblation,[footnoteRef:17] even though this digressed from the Rule. In defence of his objection to the practice, St Bernard quoted Smaragdus: ‘a monk’s business is not to teach, but to lament.’[footnoteRef:18] Smaragdus was not speaking against the education of monks, but against the distraction of educating others. C H Lawrence saw the abandonment of teaching as the renewal of ‘…the monastic vocation as a spiritual adventure freely chosen by the individual in response to the divine call.’[footnoteRef:19] [9:  Lawrence tells us that Cluny accepted child oblates on these grounds. C H Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of religious life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages (Harlow: Longman, 1984), p. 87]  [10:  Peters, ‘Offering Sons to the Monastery’.]  [11:  John Boswell, ‘Expositio et Oblatio: the Abandonment of Children and the Ancient and Medieval Family’, American Historical Review 89 (1984) 10-33, referenced in Peters, ‘Offering Sons to the Monastery’, p. 287.]  [12:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p. 33.]  [13:  Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000-1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), p. 174.]  [14:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p. 147.]  [15:  Christopher Brooke, The Monastic World 1000 – 1300 (London: Paul Elek, 1974), p. 88.]  [16:  Malcolm Barber, The Two Cities: Medieval Europe 1050-1320 (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 33.]  [17:  Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, p. 174.]  [18:  Smaragdus was the ninth century abbot of Verdun who wrote, among other things, a commentary on the Rule of St Benedict. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p. 152.]  [19:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p. 152.] 


This letter does not condemn the practice of accepting child oblates into the monastery, rather it tells us that the child should be allowed to make its own vows at an age when it is competent to do so, rather than being committed to the monastic life by its parents. Although Bernard does not say so, a monastic vow made on behalf of another seems akin to and even more final than giving children in marriage before they are of an age to consent for themselves. Occasionally such arrangements work, but they can commit the partners to a life of sadness. 
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