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This essay will be analysing a section from Bernard of Clairvaux’s letter to his nephew Robert. Bernard of Fontaines was born roughly in 1190 near Dijon.[footnoteRef:1] Bernard began his monastic life in the monastery of Chiteaux in his early twenties and in the next three years he had founded a new abbey called Clairvaux and began his life as an abbot.[footnoteRef:2] Bernard became increasingly more active in the affairs of Rome; weighing in on the issues of antipopes and famously coming into conflict with Peter Abelard.[footnoteRef:3] His influence was such that Pope Eugenius III asked that Bernard help recruit and promote the Second Crusade in 1147.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  P. Matarasso, The Cistercian World: Monastic Writings of the Twelfth Century. (London: Penguin Books, 1993) p. 15. ]  [2:  Matarasso, The Cistercian World, p. 15. ]  [3:  John Richard Meyer, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Saint-Bernard-of-Clairvaux [Accessed 26th February 2020]. ]  [4:  Meyer, St. Bernard of Clairvaux, 2020. ] 

	Bernard did not hesitate to state his opinion, as we can see in this letter regarding his nephew Robert who, after joining him at Clairvaux, left to return to the abbey at Cluny and the letter is considered the “first shot in the great controversy between the congregation of Cluny and the Cistercian reform”.[footnoteRef:5] Through out the letter Bernard makes accusations and implications on the conduct of the monks at Cluny, such as suggesting that Robert was tricked into leaving Clairvaux, “First there came a certain grand Prior sent by the chief of all the priors himself. Outwardly he came in sheep’s clothing, but within he was a ravening wolf”.[footnoteRef:6] This suggests from the beginning that the order itself in Cluny is corrupt. Bernard reinforces the corrupt nature of Cluny by directly referencing the Cistercian objection of child-oblates,[footnoteRef:7] “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”.[footnoteRef:8] Not only does Bernard bring into question the tradition of child-oblates but also the vow that Robert made for the ‘something better’ which is Clairvaux. It can be suggested that as an adult, Robert was able to choose the better of the two monasteries with a clear and unbiased mind. C. H. Lawrence writes of the reasons Cistercians objected the child-oblates as a way “to renew the concept of monastic vocation as a spiritual adventure freely chosen by the individual in response to the divine call”.[footnoteRef:9] Robert’s vow to Clairvaux shows that he believed Clairvaux to be spiritually superior to Cluny, where as his parents may have made the vow to gain advantage for themselves or for Cluny. This is further reinforced when Bernard writes, “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 a the vow he makes afterwards when he is of an age to speak for himself”.[footnoteRef:10]  [5:  Coursework Material, The Letter of St Bernard to his nephew Robert. ]  [6:  Ibid. ]  [7:  C. H. Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages. (Essex: Longman Group Limited, 1984) p. 33. ]  [8:  The Letter of St Bernard to his nephew Robert. ]  [9:  Lawrence, Medieval Monasticism, p. 152. ]  [10:  The Letter of St Bernard to his nephew Robert. ] 

	Bernard goes on to further damn Cluny by suggesting that they accepted Robert under false pretences, “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:11] The term for committing the crime of making a false oath is called perjury.[footnoteRef:12] It is clear Bernard is stating that not only is Robert’s choice the spiritually superior of the two but the most legally binding. The point can be developed further as sinful since Cluny has influenced Robert to commit perjury himself by abandoning Clairvaux, forced away by the ‘ravening wolves’. Caroline Walker Bynum discusses the use of female imagery by Bernard in the letter and also in his works regarding the role of an abbot, “Bernard’s mind frequently leaps to the topic of responsibility when it finds the feminine imagery; it leaps to maternal imagery when it must discuss rule or discipline”.[footnoteRef:13] In the letter he refers to his loss as the same loss of the ‘harlot of Solomon’ and states, “you too were torn from my breast”.[footnoteRef:14] It can be interpreted that Bernard is appealing to Robert as ‘mother’ to distinguish himself from the sins of Roberts father, who wrongly promised him to Cluny he was too young to make the choice himself. Bernard is suggesting that his ‘motherly love’ as an abbot at Clairvaux is better spiritually for him also. Bernard is also aware of the intense Cistercian way of life at Clairvaux and warns him against the temptations of Cluny, “Do not let the roughness of our life frighten your tender years. If you feel the stings of temptation… suck not so much the wounds as the breasts of the Crucified. He will be your mother, and you will be his son”.[footnoteRef:15]  [11:  Ibid. ]  [12:  Catholic Encyclopaedia. Perjury. http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11696a.htm [Accessed 26th February 2020]. ]  [13:  C. W. Bynum, ‘Jesus as Mother and Abbot as Mother: Some Themes in Twelfth-Century Cistercian Writing’, The Harvard Theological Review, 70(3/4) (1997), 257-284 (p. 277). ]  [14:  Bynum, ‘Jesus as Mother’, p. 262. ]  [15:  Ibid. ] 

	Bernard then calls Robert a ‘soldier of Christ’, in what could be suggested as an attempt to appeal to his spiritual side.[footnoteRef:16] Robert would have been familiar with the militarised language as the Rule of St Benedict states that the task of the monk is to fight a spiritual flight. Bernard also suggests that although Robert has fallen to temptation, his fight to beat these temptations will make him even stronger than before, “Shake off the dust and return to the battle. You will fight more gloriously after your flight, and you will conquer more gloriously”.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  The Letter of St Bernard to his nephew Robert. ]  [17:  Ibid. ] 
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