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Commentary 2
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)
The extract comes from paragraph eight of a letter written by Bernard of Clairvaux to his nephew[footnoteRef:1] Robert c.1119,[footnoteRef:2] around four years into his abbacy at Clairvaux.[footnoteRef:3] The letter is the earliest of Bernards writing that has come down to us, and as such, it is the earliest opportunity to see what Bernard understood as being “Cistercian”. The reason for the letter was to bring Robert back to the Cistercians from the Clunics, who claimed him as a child oblate.  [1: Robert was actually Bernards first cousin but because of the huge difference in age he was always known as his nephew (Bernard of Clairvaux, The Letters of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, Translated by B. S. James (Burns Oats, 1953), pp. 1)]  [2:  J. Burton & J. Kerr, The Cistercians in the Middle Ages (The Boydell Press, 2016), pp. 13]  [3:  C. Holdsworth, ‘Bernard of Clairvaux: his first and greatest miracle was himself’, in M. B. Bruun (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 173-185 (p. 174)] 

The Cistercians advocated strict adherence to the Rule of Saint Benedict; however, they did not follow his rules of oblation.[footnoteRef:4] The Cistercians believed people should join monasteries of their own volition and would only accept adults.[footnoteRef:5] When Barnard asks which of Roberts vows is more significant, “the vow a father makes on behalf of his son, or the vow a son makes on his own behalf,” he comments on Robert’s oblation to Cluny. Robert himself “implored to be admitted”[footnoteRef:6] into the Cistercians before he was of age but was denied “on account of your tender years”.[footnoteRef:7] Individual monks were responsible for their obedience and discipline.[footnoteRef:8] Therefore, their time as a novice before becoming “full” monks was necessary; they needed to understand what the life of a monk entailed. Roberts persistence also shows that he desired to be a Cistercian monk. If he had been seeking the monastic life, he could have joined Cluny at any time since he was already “promised” to them. However, even though Robert “entered the Order from the world and not from Cluny”,[footnoteRef:9] he seems to have become distracted by anxiety at disregarding the vow made on his behalf to Cluny by his parents: “why then are you so anxious about the vow your parents made and yet so regardless of your own?”[footnoteRef:10] [4:  J. France, ‘The Cistercian Community’, in M. B. Bruun (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 80- 86 (p. 84)]  [5:  ibid., p. 84.]  [6:  Bernard of Clairvaux, The Letters of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, pp. 6]  [7:  ibid., p. 6]  [8:  W. Verbaal, ‘Cistercians in dialogue: bringing the world into the monastery’, in M. B. Bruun (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order (Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 233-244 (p. 235)]  [9:  Bernard of Clairvaux, The Letters of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, pp. 6]  [10:  Ibid., p. 6] 

Chapter LIX of the Rule of Saint Benedict describes the ceremony of promising a child to the church, both rich and poor.[footnoteRef:11] Bernards rejection of Roberts obligation to Cluny stems from the ceremony not being performed according to the Rule as his hand was not “…bound in the altar cloth and offering made before witnesses”. Bernard suggests that Robert was never a child oblate to Cluny as the ritual set down by Saint Bernard was not performed correctly. However, the Cistercians themselves deviate drastically from the Rule in this matter: they do not allow child oblates. As child oblation is allowed by the Rule, Bernard is forced to find a flaw with the ritual as he cannot reject the practice outright. His arguments against Roberts obligation focus on discrediting the integrity of the Cluniac adherence to the Rule and neatly sidesteps Roberts vow breaking by joining the Cistercians when he was obligated to Cluny.  [11:  Saint Benedict, The Rule of Saint Benedict, Translated by A. P. Book (S.P.C.K, 1931) https://www.solesmes.com/sites/default/files/upload/pdf/rule_of_st_benedict.pdf [Accessed on 12/12/2021], pp. 27 ] 

Bernard uses the way Robert was “promised” to Cluny to criticise how the monastery had deteriorated away from the Rule of Saint Benedict. Even though the Cistercians do not follow that particular part of the rule, the Cluniacs did not perform the ceremony as described by Saint Benedict, thus showing how far they had strayed from the Rule. Not only were they neglectful in their rituals of oblation, but they also shortened the noviciate to just a week where the Rule calls for a year of the most challenging chores and repeated affirmations to follow the Rule.[footnoteRef:12] Peter the Venerable acknowledges that Cluny has become too lax in accepting all kinds of oblates, including children, and it was detrimental to the monastery;[footnoteRef:13] this is not because he believed in abandoning child oblation, but a comment on how easy it had become to join the brotherhood.  Bernard uses this not only as a way of freeing Robert to form this preserved obligation, which seems to have been a torment to him but also as a way of criticising the Cluniacs. The monks at Cluny have strayed so far from the Rule of Saint Benedict; they view a “promise” with the same sanctity as a proper “oblation”. Bernards view of Cluny can be seen in this passage as he deems Roberts vow to the Cistercians as “a vow of something better” than that of his “oblation” to Cluny. The Cistercians are better than the Cluniacs.  [12:  Saint Benedict, The Rule of Saint Benedict, p. 26; C.H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages (Taylor &Francis, 2014) pp. 104]  [13:  G. Peters, ‘Offering sons to God in the monastery: Child oblation, monastic benevolence, and the Cistercian order in the Middle Ages’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly; 38, 3 (Dubuque, 2003) pp. 285-295 (p. 292)] 
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