From Desert Myths to Sheep Tales: The Cistercians in the Middle Ages – Commentary

Section B

1 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 Source is an extract from a letter written in 12th century by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux to his nephew Robert. Bernard was one of the co-founders of the Cistercian order and in 1112 he founded the abbey of Citeaux near his birth town of Dijon in France. Robert was a nephew of Bernard and “was given by his parents as a child oblate to Cluny. When he achieved the age of consent, he left for Citeaux, and then joined Bernard at Clairvaux. He apparently found his life too harsh, and his conscience was perhaps by his former ties to Cluny, for he left Clairvaux to rejoin the Cluniacs.” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cistercian documents vol 1, The Letter of Saint Bernard to his nephew Robert [n.d]
. /Cistercian documents vol.1.odt [accessed 13th October 2025]] 


The tone of the extract is quite authoritative but also educative, as Bernard is attempting to explain to Robert that his personal vow, he made to the Cistercian order outweighs the vow he made to the Cluniacs as a child, because where he was a child, he wasn’t able to understand what was going on, so thereforth he wasn’t properly making the vow for himself. The Cistercians seem to have a very heavy emphasis on monastic life being a choice given to you by God that you must make for yourself. This also links into the one of the catholic sacraments, Confirmation. 
“The sacrament of confirmation typically takes place in early teenage years, when a child starts to be seen as an adult member of the Church. This is because they are now considered old enough to renew and confirm for themselves vows that were made on their behalf when they were baptised. However, there is no set age for the confirmation rite, and people are often confirmed as adults.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  BBC Bitesize, Confirmation – One of the Seven Sacraments of the Catholic Church [n.d]
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/guides/zh4f3k7/revision/4 ] 

Because of this catholic sacrament, and Bernard emphasis on tradition, he judges that the vow you make on your own accord is better and more holy than the vow made by your parents on your own behalf. He encourages choosing God and a life of devotion, than it being forced on you, because it is essential to have a meaning a devoted relationship with him, than a forced one that is based on lies. 
Although this letter was originally for Robert’s eyes only, it is an important extract to read for all monks and even all followers of God, as it highlights the important of choosing God for us and having an honest and open relationship than it being forced and having a bad and fake relationship with them.

The extract also highlights the lack of formality the other orders have in comparison to the structured Cistercian church. Bernard in his letter states that “the boy was promised to Cluny with no 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.” What Bernard is trying to highlight here is that Robert was not formally and officially entered into the Cluny Order by his parents but also didn’t make an oath that was witnessed by others. Therefore, it could be interpreted that he is arguing that A, he isn’t a proper member and should stay with the Cistercians in Clairvaux, and B showing that the Cluniacs are not following the Rule of St Benedict properly and are being too relaxed in their approach to devotion and prayer to God. The whole reason why the Cistercian order was set up was because they believed that the church was becoming too relaxed and needed to ‘go back to basics’ in terms of tradition and order.  This also links into the idea of hierarchy within the Cistercian order. Although it is not mentioned in the source, the Rule of St Benedict, which Bernard and the Cistercians followed, had 4 different types of monks that had to follow a certain life or set of rules to become that type of Monk. They were called Cœnobites (served under a Rule and Abbot in a Monastery), Hermits (lived alone in the Desert to learn how to fight off temptation and sin), Sarabites (monks who live without any rule, deemed as the most detestable), and the Girovagues (roaming monks). You could argue that Bernard is comparing his nephew to a Girovagues which the Rule of St Benedict was heavily against as they believe that you should remain faithful to one church and not be distracted from your worship to God. 
Overall, this source is extremely significant, because it educates the monks but also historians on some of the rules and principles of the Cistercian order such as their beliefs on child oblates. They highlight that a child is unable to formally consent and therefore make their vow to the church as they are not able to fully understand what is going on or even speak for themselves. This highlights the church sense of tradition in the sense that you should formally consent as an adult or at an age where you can talk for yourself and make your own decisions, which links to the sacrament of Confirmation, which usually happens at 13. The source is also significant because it highlights Bernard of Clairvaux criticisms of the Cluniac order in which he critiques them for accepting child oblates without any formal vows or ceremonies being untaken, which questions his nephew Robert’s legitimacy and loyalty to the Cluniacs in which he is trying to return to. 
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