Bernard of Clairvaux’s Letter to Robert his Nephew
In his letter to his nephew Robert, Bernard of Clairvaux outlines his opinion on the Cluniac monks, he outlines in the section presents his opinion on the practice of enrolling children into monasteries. Although this practice was allowed under the rule of St. Benedict the Cistercians didn’t practice it.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Webster, Harriet, "The Rule of St. Benedict" (lecture, The University of Wales Trinity St. David, February 20, 2024).] 

Bernard of Clairvaux is writing an open letter, it was never intended to be a piece of privet correspondence. This was very much an open letter, Bernard of Clairvaux intended this letter to be read by a more general audience rather than just Robert and the Cluniac monks, most likely by the educated clergymen and nobility of the day, and it was composed to be a more general exposition on Bernard’s opinions on how the Cluniac monks were failing to follow the Rule of St. Benedict in a way that Bernard would like them too.[footnoteRef:2] This particular section of the more extended letter is regarding his nephew’s decision to quit the Cluniac monks and join the Cistercians only to later abandon the Cistercians to rejoin the monks of Cluny.[footnoteRef:3] The letter addresses this decision and provides a fascinating view into the strife that existed between the different branches of monasticism.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:   Webster, Harriet, "The Rule of St. Benedict" (2024).]  [3:  Catholic Library Project. [n.d.]. ‘Bernard of Clairvaux, Letters  ’, Catholiclibrary.org <https://catholiclibrary.org/library/view?docId=Medieval-EN/XCT.007.html> [accessed 8 March 2024]]  [4:  Webster, Harriet, "The Rule of St. Benedict" (lecture, The University of Wales Trinity St. David, February 20, 2024).] 


	This letter was composed by Bernard of Clairvaux, famous for his many, many letters sent throughout his lifetime from 1090 to 1153.[footnoteRef:5] This letter is covering Bernard of Clairvaux’s opinion on the practice of giving children, called Oblates, to the monastery for education and to grow up to become monks.[footnoteRef:6] The procedure for this is laid out in the Rule of St. Benedict. It entails an elaborate ceremony with oaths petitions and many formalities. Bernard of Clairvaux, and the Cistercians in general don’t allow oblate in their monasteries, Bernard of Clairvaux lays out why this is in the opening line of this section of his extensive letter to Robert.  [5:  Meyer, John. 2019. ‘Saint Bernard of Clairvaux | Biography, Legacy, & Facts’, Encyclopædia Britannica https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Bernard-of-Clairvaux ]  [6:  Encyclopaedia Brittanica. 2024. ‘Oblate | Roman Catholicism’, Encyclopedia Britannica <https://www.britannica.com/topic/oblate>] 

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 behalf, especially when it is a vow of something better.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:   Catholic Library Project. [n.d.]. ‘Bernard of Clairvaux, Letters  ’, Catholiclibrary.org <https://catholiclibrary.org/library/view?docId=Medieval-EN/XCT.007.html> [accessed 8 March 2024]] 

Bernard of Clairvaux, and the Cistercians as a whole in an attempt to make sure their monasteries were full of monks who wanted to live a monastic lifestyle had disallowed oblate. This is not the case with the Cluniac monks they allowed oblates and would hold the child to the oath their parents made. In his letter to Robert, Bernard of Clairvaux outlines one of the main friction points between the two orders or at least the nominal friction points. Bernard of Clairvaux claims, perhaps with some validity, that the Cluny monks only care about money, given that Robert’s time as an oblate was not started in the proper manner, it didn't have any of the petitions or any of the proper acceptance ceremonies. However, as is later revealed the monks did keep the land and money that went with Robert for his time as an oblate. 
	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.[footnoteRef:8] [8:   Catholic Library Project. [n.d.]. ‘Bernard of Clairvaux, Letters] 

Bernard of Clairvaux was highly concerned with maintaining of the Rule of St. Benedict and in his opinion, the Cluniac monks were not serious enough with their maintaining and adherence to the rule of St. Benedict 
	Bernard of Clairvaux in addition to this tackles the delicate topic of a monk abandoning his oath to the monks of Cluny and joining another monastery namely the Cistercian order of monks. He asks the question. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160998423]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.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Catholic Library Project. [n.d.]. ‘Bernard of Clairvaux, Letters] 

He asks a rhetorical question about which oath is more bonding. A child making an oath he didn’t understand or a full-grown man pledging himself to something he believes in himself, or as Bernard of Clairvaux puts it something better. This letter is an insight into the way that Bernard of Clairvaux would write. These letters were highly controversial and ended up stirring up a lot of bad blood between the orders of monks, because of which Bernard of Clairvaux would have to write his famous Apologia work. It is overall a fascinating source which offers a unique insight into the early twelfth century that Bernard of Clairvaux lived in.  
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