The man of God, Alberic, however, after he had practised fruitfully regular discipline in the school of Christ for nine and a half years, went home to the Lord, full of glory in his faith and virtues, and therefore deserved to be rewarded by God with eternal life. His successor was a certain brother by the name of Stephen, an English man by nationality, who had also come to that place from Molesme, a lover of the Rule and of the place. During his time, the brethren and this abbot prohibited the duke of that land or any other lord from keeping his court at any time in that monastery, as they used in times past to do on the occasion of great feasts. Furthermore, lest anything remain in the house of God – where it was their wish to serve God devoutly day and night – that savoured of pride and superfluity or that would ever corrupt poverty, the safeguard of poverty, that they had chosen of their own free will, they resolved to keep no crosses of gold or silver … 
(Exordium Parvum)

The Exordium Parvum, the foundation narrative of the Cistercian order, was written likely between the years 1119 and 1124 under the direction of Abbot of Citeaux, Stephen Harding. Written in mind for later generations of the Order, it aimed to record the canonical founding of Citeaux and preserve the spiritual motives of its early community. The passage accounting the death of Abbot Alberic and the succession of Stephen displays how the movement defined itself through its language of discipline, humility, and poverty. Its rhetoric transforms administrative reform into a theological statement; the vocabulary itself proclaims Cistercian values.

Alberic is said to have been ‘well exercised by the discipline of the Rule in the school of Christ’ and that he went to God ‘full of glory in faith and virtues.’ The phrase ‘school of Christ’ is a deliberate echo of St Benedicts Rule, which deems the monastery a ‘school for the Lord’s service’.[footnoteRef:1] By echoing this image, the Exordium Parvum casts Citeaux as the heir of Benedictine discipline, where learning means spiritual growth rather than purely academic study, with obedience and ascetic struggle as its curriculum. Alberic’s nine years in governance are portrayed as a completed course in that school, and his graduation was marked by death ‘full of glory.’ The juxtaposition of discipline and glory connects humility to exaltation, Cistercian grandeur is internal, the light of accomplished virtue rather than worldly reputation. With this compact rhetoric, it both honours a founder and reiterates the purpose of a monastic life.  [1:  The Rule of St Benedict, Prologue] 


Stephen’s succession continues with this logic of purity through reform. The brothers, who ‘loved the rule and the place,’ quickly forbid the duke or any other lord from holding court in the monastery, despite the seemingly administrative action, in Cistercian idiom it carries theological weight. The abbey’s physical place represented the soul, and allowing secular business within its walls would risk spiritual contamination, excluding aristocratic courts therefore fulfilled the Rule’s requirement for seclusion from the word.[footnoteRef:2] This also reflected the reforming ideal of independence from lay patronage that was then spreading through Western monasticism. The monks’ ban on feudal ceremonies turned architectural boundaries into moral ones, the cloister is only to be ruled by God, rather than worldly lords. Even in this short sentence, the Exordium communicates a worldview in which external purity safeguards inwards freedom. [2:  The Rule of St Benedict, chapters IV, LXVIII] 


The most vivid language of the passage appears in the description of Stephens further ordinances. The community, he says, determined that nothing should remain in the house of God ‘that savoured of pride of superfluity or that would corrupt poverty – the safeguard of the virtues.’ The phrase personifies poverty as a kind of sentry guarding the moral life This unique image shows how the Cistercians theologised simplicity. Poverty was not only an economic state but also a spiritual defence mechanism, to undermine it with ornamentation or luxury was to invite vice. In practical terms, the monks gave up gold and silver liturgical items and kept only painted wooden crosses and iron candlesticks. Such literalism embodied their conviction that external splendour tempted the heart toward vanity, and as an evasion of distraction from relation to society.[footnoteRef:3] The syntax of the passage, its rhythm of negation, ‘no crosses of gold or silver…’ reinforces the ascetic tone, transforming deprivation itself into a kind of praise. [3:  The ‘Principal Founders’ and the Early Artistic Legislation of Cîteaux, pp. 29] 


The refusal of precious metals or ornate decoration paired with exclusion of lords articulates a single principle: the monastery is a purified place of divine instruction. Stephen and his group put into practice what they believed was the true meaning of Benedict’s rule by combining bodily austerity with social isolation. Louis Lekai observed that the Rule served an important role to early Citeaux, but more of an instrument towards the true goal of an austere life in poverty, simplicity and undisturbed solitude.[footnoteRef:4] This insight clarifies Stephens reforms into simplicity were not rejections of Benedict’s rule but its radical internalisation, ensuring that the monastery remained wholly ordered toward the true goal. This simplicity was both moral and rhetorical, the plain style of the Exordium mirrors the plain wood of their cross, even its vocabulary avoids embellishment, the only glory allowed is that of faith.  [4:  The Cistercians: Ideals and Reality, pp. 32] 


In his Apologia and Guillelmum, Bernard of Clairvaux would condemn ornate churches whose ‘costly polishings and curious paintings which catch the worshipper's eye and dry up his devotion.’[footnoteRef:5] The Exordium Parvum anticipates Bernard’s critique by grounding Cistercian identity not in polemic but in narrative. Through the portrayal of Alberic’s holy death and Stephens early acts, it establishes a model of leadership defined by restraint: the abbot guards the Rule as poverty guards the virtues. The monastery’s reforms are therefore read as signs of divine favour rather than administrative change. [5:  Bernard of Clairvaux: Apology] 


This passage sums up the essence of early Cistercian spirituality into a few measured sentences. It’s language moves from the discipline of the school of Christ to the glory of faith, from the cleansing of space to the guarding of poverty. Every reform, from banning noble courts to rejecting gold and silver crosses is expressed as a theological necessity rather than aesthetic choice. It is a spiritual literature that enacts the very virtues its praises, revealing that monks can learn from Christ by unlearning the world.
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