Carta Caritatis Commentary
The Carta Caritatis, or charter of charity, is the constitution of the Cistercian order, written to provide guidance for the monks and future abbots on how a Cistercian house should be run. The Carta Caritatis is generally understood to be written by Stephen Harding, one of the earliest abbots of Citeaux.[footnoteRef:1] Through his time as abbot, and this text, Harding solidified the Cistercian identity, separating it from other monastic orders such as the Benedictines and Cluniacs. Stephen Harding held great importance as the third abbot of Citeaux, as well as his role in the foundation of the Cistercian order, even extending to a posthumous canonization as a saint in 1623.[footnoteRef:2] The Carta Caritatis’s existence, as with many early Cistercian documents, is partially influenced by the monastic order of the Cluniacs. There is often a sense of distaste toward the Cluniac order in these early texts, this is evidenced by the Apologia of St. Bernard for example.[footnoteRef:3] For this text it is mainly reflected in its nomenclature, being titled as a charter of love or charity, as a likely nod to Cluny’s problematic charters and financial requirements.[footnoteRef:4] The audience of the Carta Caritatis has been primarily the Cistercian order as it serves as their constitution. The influences of the document, however, were often outwardly visible to anyone who would come across a Cistercian house. This particular excerpt though is not a piece that would have had such a widespread knowledge outside the order, many other elements would’ve been more easily known to those outside the order. [1:  Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, ‘St. Stephen Harding’, in Encyclopedia Britannica, <https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Stephen-Harding>.]  [2:  ibid]  [3:  Bernard of Clairvaux, Apology, translated by D. Burr, in Internet History Sourcebook, <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/bernard1.asp>.]  [4:  E.A. Livingstone ,ed., The Concise Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church, 2nd edn. (Oxford University Press,2006).] 

This excerpt of the text discusses what should take place if the abbot of a Cistercian abbey were to die. Harding details the exact process the monks should go through in order to properly elect a new abbot. Harding starts the excerpt by referencing a prior chapter on the expulsion of an abbot, in the requirement of three or more messengers.[footnoteRef:5] Stephen then also moves to specify who would take on the responsibilities of the abbot in the time betwixt the death and the election of a new abbot by the monks. He then concludes the excerpt by reiterating the need for congregation in the abbey to elect a new abbot. This particular emphasis also hearkens back to the Rule of St. Benedict and his discussion on the election of new abbots.[footnoteRef:6] The Carta Caritatis discusses electing new abbots for a variety of reasons, the one focused on in this excerpt being the death of an abbot. The process seems to be emphasized as being majorly the same between these different reasons, particularly with elements such as the aforementioned three messengers. [5:  ‘Carta Caritatis Prior On the Charter of Charity’, Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 55 (2020), p. 387]  [6:  Saint Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, translated by J. McCann (London: Sheed and Ward, 1970)
] 

The language used by Harding in this instance is very reminiscent of the language of the Bible. One of these manners is it linguistically falls into a quite familial framework, something common with monastic culture as well as wider Christianity. Monastic houses often are considered mother, daughter, or sister houses to each other suggesting a deep connection between them rather than the superficial, a suggestion that they are connected even more deeply than by their order. The terms brother and father are also consistent throughout monastic life as well as in wider Christian, particularly catholic, conduct.  Brother is often colloquially used to refer to monks, particularly as brothers in Christ, and on occasion to those who have not yet become priests but are in a seminary school. Father is often used both to refer to God, but also to catholic priests.[footnoteRef:7] Harding uses turns of phrase like ‘upon the death of their father’, ‘brethren’ and ‘church which gave it birth’ all reiterating this facet of Christian monasticism.[footnoteRef:8] Harding also within the same sentences uses the idea of the shepherd and flock, suggesting that the monks, or alluded flock, should choose their new ‘shepherd’. The idea of the religious shepherd and flock are incredibly prevalent throughout the bible, the term being a clear allusion to this common biblical imagery.[footnoteRef:9] This likely was used to emphasize the importance of an abbot to a monastic house, particularly those following the Rule of St. Benedict.[footnoteRef:10] This idea reemphasizes the benedictine, and subsequently Cistercian idea of a group of monks being lost without a leader, someone enforcing the Rule, and keeping thing in order.  [7:  Ephesians 4. 4-6; Isaiah 64. 7]  [8:  ‘Carta Caritatis Prior On the Charter of Charity’, p. 389.]  [9:  Ezekiel 34. 2; Jeremiah 25. 35-36; John 10. 11]  [10:  Saint Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict] 
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