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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.
(Bernard, Letter to Robert as found in     module handbook)




St Bernard of Clairvaux was a devout Cistercian monk who founded the abbey of Clairvaux only a short while after becoming a monk at the first Cistercian abbey of Cîteaux. He started his monastic life after the death of his mother when him and a group of other young men took themselves to small monastic community at Cîteaux. After only a short time at this monastery he would go on to found Clairvaux and would be abbot there from 1115 until his death in 1153. Later in life, he would also be one of those to come up with the idea and rule of the Knights Templar, one of the most important aspects of Christianity during the crusades, at the council of Council of Troyes.[footnoteRef:1] He was canonized only twenty one years after his death by Pope Augustus. He was extremely devoted to his faith and often became ill due to his extreme fasting.  [1:  Aharon Ben-Ami, Social Change in a Hostile Environment : The Crusaders’ Kingdom of Jerusalem (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016). p. 66] 

The extract above is taken from a letter written by Bernard of Clairvaux after he had discovered that his nephew, Robert of Châtillon, was off to pledge himself to their rival Cluniac abbey. He sends it to Robert in an effort to persuade him to return. He begs and implores him to remember the vows he made to the Cistercian order, how desperately he wished to be a monk among the community of Cîteaux. It is mentioned in other parts of the letter that he even shed some tears after finally being allowed to join, after having to wait some time for him to become old enough that the Cistercians would accept him.[footnoteRef:2] It was said that the reason he had chosen to switch monastic orders, was to do with the fact that his father had allegedly made a vow promising Robert to the Cluniacs. Earlier in the letter, he suggests that Robert was duped into leaving for Cluny mentioning that there was a grand prior who came to visit while he was not there that had convinced the young monk to change.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Bernard, Letter to Robert]  [3:  Bernard, Letter to Robert] 

The letter is specifically talking about the betrayal Bernard feels at the fact that Robert is going to adhere to the vows made on his behalf by his father, something the Cistercian order did not believe in. While child oblation is not practiced in today’s world, back in the medieval period it was some of the main recruitment method for certain orders.[footnoteRef:4] Something the Cistercians did that was distinctly different to most orders around them at the time, was that they did not accept child oblates. While Bernard does mention St Benedict when speaking of how they did not practice this, in the Rule of St Benedict he does talk of the proper procedure for accepting child oblates.[footnoteRef:5] But the Cistercians believed that the choice to live a monastic life and spend the rest of your life in devotion to God was a decision only a man could make.[footnoteRef:6] It is quite interesting how even in the medieval period, there was still respect for the agency of children and recognition of the fact that a monastic life was not an easy one and not something that everyone was suited for.  [4:  Viktor Athelstan, ‘Medieval Oblates: Who Were They?’, The Mediaeval Monk, 2020 <https://themediaevalmonk.wordpress.com/2020/09/27/medieval-oblates-who-were-they/>.]  [5:  Rule of St Benedict, Chapter 59, as found in the module handbook]  [6:  Marsha L. Dutton and Tyler Sergent, The Cistercians (Oxford Bilbliographies, 2018) <https://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/display/document/obo-9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0250.xml?p=emailAUNsC7yUzE6Hs&d=/document/obo-9780195396584/obo-9780195396584-0250.xml&print> [accessed 14 October 2025].] 

Something else to note when reading a Cistercian monk’s personal writings, is the way they speak of the Cluniacs and how they view them. With the first Cistercians being former Cluniacs who did not agree with the Cluniacs way of life and believed in a life much simpler, it creates an obvious tension. Every monastic order wants to be the most devoted and the most in service of God, and they all believe that the order the closest to God, is their own. The Cluniacs were considered the rivals of the Cistercians and it was the rival Cluniac abbey to Clairvaux that Robert had supposedly been promised to. Bernard also mentions how the offering of Robert at the altar had no witnesses, and no one to confirm if that had actually happened, suggesting that the offering is null and void, and mentioning the land that his parents had set aside for him that they had managed to keep even after promising him, when it is clearly stated in the Rule of St Benedict that it must either be donated to the monks or sold, as the child cannot join with any sort of possessions. He calls on Robert to look to his law giver St Benedict and consider what he would think is more valuable: “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:7]  [7:  St Bernard, Letter to Robert] 

	It is clear the betrayal and animosity Bernard feels towards Robert and the Cluniac order. It also shows how devoted his is to his faith that he is imploring Robert to understand that this oblation did not adhere to the strict guidelines of the Rule of St Benedict. 
