Exordium Parvum commentary chapter 17:
The Exordium Parvum is a Cistercian text detailing the foundation of the order and its history. It appears to be written around 1120 and written by perhaps Stephen Harding or another monk of the abbey or perhaps both. This text provides a guide to creating a monastery as well as legitimising the Cistercian order containing administrative letters as Citeaux “was founded in controversy”[footnoteRef:1]. As described by Jean Leclercq, states “the note of affective tenderness, charity, prayer, asceticism, poverty, simplicity, meditation, contemplation-are uniquely Cistercian”[footnoteRef:2] therefore these new beliefs have to be justified when compared to other orders of the time. Chapter 17 of the Exordium Parvum details Stephen Harding becoming the third abbot of Cǐteaux after the death of abbot Alberic. It also details the improvements made to the Cistercian order by Harding.  [1:  Janet Burton, Medieval Monasticism, (Oxford: Headstart History, 1996), p.36.]  [2:  David N Bell, “From Molesme to Citeaux: The earliest "cistercian" "spirituality"”, Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 34:4, (1999).] 

The death of Alberic can be seen as a legitimising of the Cistercian order as when he dies he is described as going, “home to the Lord, full of glory in His faith and virtues, and therefore deservedly to be rewarded by God with eternal life”[footnoteRef:3]. This therefore, presents that the Cistercian order is correct in its “faith and virtues” as Alberic has died and has been given the ultimate reward by God in that he has been given eternal life. Thus, legitimising their order and beliefs and also implying that perhaps this would not have been the case at Molesome as they did not strictly follow the rule.  [3:  Exordium Parvum, p.8.] 

Stephen Harding is described in the text as a “lover of the rule and the place”[footnoteRef:4], therefore, presenting his legitimacy for the role of Abbot as he was devoted to the rule of St Benedict and the abbey of Cǐteaux. Stephen Harding is a significant figure for the Cistercians as he made Bernard of Clairvoux abbot of a sister abbey in Clairvoux, this is important as Bernard was a popular figure in the Cistercian order. Stephen is also an important figure seen in the text by the radical changes he made to the order after becoming abbot, as in the previous chapter the author bemoans that due to their harsh living people “hasten to avoid them”[footnoteRef:5]. However, in this chapter 17 Stephen instead harshens their conditions even more so they will be able to strictly follow the rule of St Benedict. He does this by changing the expensive materials of objects such as the cross and candelabra from gold and silver to instead wood and iron. This rule change was significant as it was at this time that the order became more popular and the text implies that it was from this rule change. This is seen in the text as the Rule of St Benedict is emphasised throughout making the impression that they were the only monks who adhered to the Rule while also criticising other houses especially Molesome which they left to create Citeaux.  [4:  Ibid. ]  [5:  Ibid.] 

This chapter is important in the foundation of the abbey as it is set after chapter 16 where the Order was being faced with the fact that they were in dire straits as nobody was coming to the abbey. Therefore, the effect of this chapter is that due to their strict observance to the Rule of St Benedict is that God was on their side and has rewarded their efforts with more visitors. Thus, creating an attractive story as Janet Burton points out that though the previous chapter indicates an Abbey in crisis, historically they must not have been as bad as it is made out because in 1112 a second foundation was made.[footnoteRef:6] This also provides legitimacy to the order as their success provides evidence that God is on their side and approves of their practicing of the Rule. The reasons that the piece was written cited by Burton “they had to justify themselves against charges of novelty”[footnoteRef:7] similarly Constance Berman states the criticism came from a letter from Alexander III thus adding to the orders need to defend themselves and their beliefs if one is to believe Hoffmans dating of 1170 although many attributes the finishing of the text around the 1120s.[footnoteRef:8] Furthermore, L. B. Lekai, describes the reason for the text being written, “to establish the movement on an indisputably legal foundation and to defend the Cistercians against charges of novelty”[footnoteRef:9] providing further support to Burton’s conclusions. Therefore, presenting the reason for the text being written was to defend the order itself and provide a history of the Order. It also explains the legality of the text as previous chapters contain letters and, “regularise the foundation of Citeaux into a typical twelfth-century religious foundation”[footnoteRef:10].  [6:  Burton, Monasticism, p.38.]  [7:  Ibid. ]  [8:   Constance Hoffman Berman, The Cistercian Evolution, (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000) p.10. ]  [9:  W. E. Goodrich, “The Cistercian Founders and the Rule: Some Reconsiderations.” The Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 35:3, (1984), p. 358–375. ]  [10:  Berman, Evolution, p.94. ] 

In conclusion, this section of the Exordium Parvum is used to provide a sense of legitimacy to the order and refute the criticisms that they faced. Therefore, it exemplifies that their practice of the Rule of St Benedict is the preferred of God, which is why they have been blessed as an order and thrived. It also provides information on the leadership of Stephen Harding and is complimentary of his teaching as with Bernard of Clairvoux was a significance influence on the Order itself.   
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