Aimee Thomas
From Desert Myths to Sheep Tales: The Cistercians in the Middle Ages 
(HPHI6022)
University of Wales Trinity Saint David
Dr Harriett Webster
14.10.25
Portfolio two: Commentary on St. Bernard, Letter to Robert. 
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. 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. 	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): What does a vow mean in the middle ages	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): A debate - given over without the proper  ritual. 	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): Rule of Benedict 	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): What is cluny	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): No formal ritual? Oblation?	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): Idenityfy the rule 
(Bernard, Letter to Robert) 

This is a letter written by St. Bernard, to his nephew Robert in 1119, in response to Robert leaving Clairvaux and returned to Cluny, another monastic house.[footnoteRef:1]  The extract describes Robert having to dismiss his spoken vow to Clairvaux, in favour to an oath sworn on his behalf as a child. The letter by St. Bernard is persuading Robert to return to Clairvaux by explaining that the vow spoken on his behalf is void and the vow spoken, by Robert, takes precedent.  [1:  Marjorie Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis: Volume IV, Books VII and VIII (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 53. 
Life and Works of Saint Bernard, ed. Dom. John Mabillon and ed. and trans. by Samuel J. Eales, M.A., D.C.L., 2nd edn (London: Burns & Oates Limited, 1889), p.107. ] 

The Author of the source was St. Bernard of Clairvaux, and he is considered to be the ‘most famous Cistercian’. St. Bernard was involved in church politics and had founded Clairvaux monastery.[footnoteRef:2] While he is known for his political reputation, he has become known for his written works which is primarily focused on monastic life and community.[footnoteRef:3]  [2:  M. B. Pranger, ’Bernard of Clairvaux: work and self’ in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge Companions to Religion) ed. by Mette Birkedal Bruun (Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 186-198 (p.186).  ]  [3:  M. B. Pranger, ’Bernard of Clairvaux: work and self’ in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order (Cambridge Companions to Religion) ed. by Mette Birkedal Bruun (Cambridge University Press, 2013), pp. 186-198 (p.189).  
] 

The source insinuates the word ‘vow’ was important to the Cistercians, as St. Bernard references throughout his letter. Due to the illiteracy in the Middle Ages a vow was considered to be an unbroken promise. It is made clear in the extract that Robert felt, according to St. Bernard, obligated to follow the vow his father had. However, as St. Bernard highlighted, Robert had made a vow as an adult which would take precedent over an oath made as a child. 
The oath spoken of, which is highlighted in the primary source, was Robert being promised to Cluny as a child oblation. A child oblation, according to Greg Peters, was a form of donation to the monasteries up until the ‘twelfth century’ and was considered to be the ‘greatest offering’ in the ‘medieval monastic charity in Western Church’.[footnoteRef:4] Until, the act  of child oblation was reject by the ‘earliest Cistercian legislators’.[footnoteRef:5] The Cistercians found that the practice of child oblation removes the choice from the individual, even though the Rule of St. Benedict sanctioned the use of child oblation.[footnoteRef:6]   [4:  Greg Peters, ‘Offering Sons to God in the Monastery: Child Oblation, Monastic Benevolence, and the Cistercian Order in the Middle Ages.’,  Cistercian Studies Quarterly, 38.3 (2003), 285-295 (p.286) <https://research.ebsco.com/linkprocessor/plink?id=ff444603-4103-3fd2-8b93-b136061290b2> [accessed 13 October 2025]. ]  [5:  Peters, ‘Offering Sons to God in the Monastery: Child Oblation, Monastic Benevolence, and the Cistercian Order in the Middle Ages.’, (p.285). 
]  [6:  Peters, ‘Offering Sons to God in the Monastery: Child Oblation, Monastic Benevolence, and the Cistercian Order in the Middle Ages.’, (p.295).
] 

In the Rule of St. Benedict, to accept a child oblation a formal ritual would need to take place, 
let his parents draw up the document which we mentioned above;
and at the oblation let them wrap the document itself and the boy's hand in the altar cloth. That is how they offer him.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Order of Saint Benedict (OSB), 'Chapter 59: On the Sons of Nobles and of the Poor Who Are Offered', 1 July 2014< OSB. Rule of Benedict : Text, English, Apr Aug Dec 2/3> [accessed 13 October 2025]. ] 

However, in the extract St. Bernard comments that Cluny accepted Robert ‘without any formal oblation’ and that ‘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.’ As such St. Bernard not only accuses Robert on breaking his vows, but the Cluny abbeys had also broken a Rule of St. Benedict.  Cluny was one of the most influential Abbey, alongside Clairvaux Monastery, as such St. Bernard is accusing Cluny Abbey of ignoring the rule of St. Benedict and conducting a child oblation without the designed ritual. As well as in the extract, which is not mentioned, St. Bernard condemns Robert for deserting Clairvaux under the pretence of the oath. As such St. Bernard uses this information to try and persuade Robert to return as it is showcases the vow is void and should return to Clairvaux.[footnoteRef:8]	Comment by Aimee Thomas (2300436): Idenityfy the rule  [8:  Marjorie Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis: Volume IV, Books VII and VIII (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 54. ] 

	The primary source would be a good interaction with the history of the Cistercians in the Middle Ages. The letter of St. Bernard to Robert demonstrates monastic political commentary, such as Cluny and Clairvaux, with an importance of Vows, and the importance of the Rule of St. Benedict. The source itself can help Medieval historians understand how St. Bernard saw himself and the Cistercians as soldiers of Christ while also briefly mentioning the daily life of a Cistercian monks. 
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