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A Commentary on the Carta Caritatis extract below:

Upon the death of their father, the brethren of the New Monastery are to send three messengers to the abbots, as we have said above – or more should they wish to do so – and are to gather there as many as they can summon within fifteen days; and with their consent, let them appoint as their shepherd one whom God has foreseen. In the meantime, however, the lord abbot of La Ferté is to take the place of the deceased abbot in everything, as we have said earlier regarding a different matter, until another abbot may, upon being elected, receive with the help of God both the place and its pastoral care. Also, in the rest of the monasteries widowed in whatever manner of their pastor, let the brethren of that place 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.

The above extract is from the Carta Caritatis—the Charter of Love—which serves as a constitutional document for the Cistercian Order, which deals with such matters as reprimanding Abbots and the correcting of any short comings at a monastery, should the Abbot be negligent in his duty. This specific extract is concerned with the election of new Abbots, for both Citeaux Abbey and any other monastery in the Order. It will be considered according to the historical application of the text and the necessity of it.
The Carta Caritatis was written in the early 12th century when the Cistercian Order was still becoming established in its practices and during the early explosion of new Cistercian daughter-houses. Wanting to maintain a strict observance of the Rule of St Benedict, the Order chose to legislate—backed by Papal authority—the relationship of the monasteries to one another and the terms of founding a new monastery in the hopes of maintaining unity throughout Citeaux’s filiates and avoiding unnecessary conflict with ecclesiastical authorities.
The whole work is centred around the theme of maintaining the Order’s mission and serves as an admirable example for how an institution of this nature should be maintained. However, there were several flaws in the Carta that were not obvious until later, much to the Order’s detriment. 
Laid out in the Carta’s Prologue is the requirement that no new monastery could be founded without the permission of the local bishop[footnoteRef:1] and that no monastery was simply abandoned to their own devices, but rather was visited by the Abbot of its mother-house[footnoteRef:2] at regular intervals to ensure that the congregation’s services and moral standards were maintained. [1:  Which helped to avoid any lasting problems with the ecclesiastical authorities.]  [2:  The founding monastery. ] 

The positive side of this is that the Cistercians were free to pursue fellowship with God via the lifestyle anticipated by their understanding of the Rule of St Benedict, without interference from local bishops and secular authorities. The negative side was that came with a degree of alienation from the bishops, who were supposed to help support such endeavours and safeguard the Church.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  ‘The progressive alienation of abbots from the secular hierarchy was unfortunate and detrimental for both parties. The split and even enmity among the clerical ranks facilitated secular intervention, and led to ruthless despoliation of abbeys either by confiscatory taxation or by the imposition of commendatory abbots.’ Louis Lekai, ‘Privileges, Constitutional and Administrative Developments’ in The Cistercians: Ideal and Reform, (Kent: Kent State University Press, 1977), p. 68.] 

The specific extract here is concerned with the election of new Abbots. New Abbots were to be elected under the supervision—but without the intervention—of the Abbot of the mother-house by the congregation of monks themselves and any Cistercian, regardless of which monastery they came from, was eligible to be elected as Abbot.[footnoteRef:4] The only exception was Citeaux. Citeaux’s Abbot, as head of the first monastery, was charged with managing the Order and enforcing the Rule of St Benedict not only at Citeaux, but over the other Abbots, as well. The Abbot of Citeaux was therefore, the reigning head of the Cistercian Order, under the supervision of the General Chapter. [4:  “Also in the rest of the monasteries widowed in whatever manner of their own pastor, let the brethren of that place convoke the abbot of that church which gave them birth, and in his presence and
among their own brethren or those of the New Monastery or from the other churches.” OSB, Charta Caritatis, http://archive.osb.org/cist/charta.html, p. 37, (Accessed: 13/02/2020).] 

As part of the election process, the Abbots of La Ferté, Pontigny and Clairvaux were each summoned, along with the rest of the Abbots of the Order to elect a new Abbot; the Abbot of La Ferté substituted for the Abbot of Citeaux during the interim. These three Abbeys, along with Morimond Abbey—which is not mentioned in the Carta—and Citeaux formed the Primary Abbeys, the five main founding houses of the Cistercian Order and from each of whom came the hundreds of daughter-houses of the Order.[image: ]
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Figure 1 Citeaux and the Primary Abbeys of the Cistercians, with Molesme Abbey for reference

Owing to the large distances and the various dangers to travellers, the General Chapter was largely only representative of one-third of the entire Order and, consequently, unaware of the exact local conditions of many of the daughter-houses.[footnoteRef:5] This, combined with a general ineffectiveness at disseminating the Chapter’s decisions led to Abbeys turning to their mother-houses for guidance, who in turn looked to the Primary Abbeys, leading to competition and rivalry emerging among them.[footnoteRef:6] Various abuses of power in the late-12th and 13th centuries aggravated a number of clashes between the Abbots of Citeaux and his daughter-houses’ counterparts, especially those of Clairvaux, which had planted the largest number of daughter-houses in its following of all the Primary Abbeys.[footnoteRef:7] [5:  Lekai, The Cistercians, (Kent, 1977), p. 69.]  [6:  Ibid, p. 69.]  [7:  Ibid, p. 69.] 



According to a later tradition, the first major clash occurred in 1168 when Abbot Alexander of Citeaux visited Clairvaux and deposed the Abbot, Geoffrey, which was Alexander’s right under the Carta.[footnoteRef:8] The General Chapter supported the decision, but Geoffrey appealed to the Pope and ‘[…] the scandal was settled only after long and painful negotiations.’[footnoteRef:9] This was the first of a series confrontations lasting until the Clementina, a Papal bull which helped clarify the legal situation within the Order. This sadly proves that the Carta Caritatis alone was no longer up to the task of facilitating the Order’s internal workings.[footnoteRef:10] [8:  OSB, Charta Caritatis, http://archive.osb.org/cist/charta.html, (Accessed: 13/02/2020); Lekai, The Cistercians, (Kent, 1977), p. 70.]  [9:  Ibid, p. 70.]  [10:  Ibid, p. 71.] 

The election of Abbots was not a matter to be taken lightly and the authors of the Carta Caritatis understood that, taking care to note it in the document’s guidance. Sadly, they could not prevent the deterioration that the Order underwent in later years, but despite this, the Carta remains a very good template for the organization of a monastic house, or indeed any form of institution, by specifying a line of succession to fill the immediate power vacuum and for electing a new Abbot. The document’s only weakness in this regard is that it only allowed 15 days for the election to occur and this left the full assembly of the General Chapter unfeasible, even if they were willing to come.
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