Saint Bernard, born in 1071 in Burgandy to the daughter of Count Bernard de Montbar, Elizabeth, and the Lord of Fontaines, Tecelin,[footnoteRef:1] was the founder of the abbey of Clairvaux in 1115. Around the same time as the official founding of the abbey, Bernard sends a letter to his nephew, Robert, attempting to convince him to return to the Cistercians after leaving to join the Cluniacs. When he was a young child, Roberts parents had promised him to the abbey of Cluney along with some land. Despite his oblation, Robert became attached to his uncle Bernard and at the age of thirteen, followed him to Citeaux to become a Cistercian, and at the age of sixteen Robert took the vows to officially become a Cistercian. The abbey of Cluney wanted Robert to rejoin them, according to Saint Bernard’s Life this was because the monks of Cluney were degenerates who were interested in Robert’s considerable inheritance, so they manipulated the Holy See with the information of Roberts child oblation to them and used this to convince Robert to rejoin them. [footnoteRef:2] [1:  Augustus Neander, The Life and Time of Saint Bernard, trans. by Marie-Théodor Ratisbonne (P.J. Kenedy and Sons, 1918) pp. 18-19]  [2:  Neander, The Life and Time of Saint Bernard, pp. 98-99] 

In an attempt to convince Robert to rejoin the Cistercians, Saint Bernard writes a letter to his nephew that explores the Cistercians unique beliefs about child oblates compared to the Cluniacs. The most important point Saint Bernard makes to Robert, and the belief held by Cistercians concerning child oblates, is that a child who was oblated to an abbey by their parents is unable to make that decision for themselves and therefore their vow is not nearly as strong as a vow that they could have made as an adult on their terms and beliefs. [footnoteRef:3] [footnoteRef:4] It seems it was an important distinction for the Cistercians to make between a child who was essentially forced to take their vows and an adult who can make a fully informed choice to take those vows, and Bernard criticises the Cluniacs for their acceptance of child oblation. [3:  Marjorie Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. IV, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 53]  [4:  Janet Burton and, Julie Kerr, Cistercians in the Middle Ages, (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2011), p. 34] 

Bernard also criticises the Cluniacs and their interest in Robert’s inheritance, and the fact that when Roberts parents oblated him to the abbey of Cluney, they also gave land. Bernard implies in his letter that the fact that the abbey of Cluney kept the land but managed to lose Robert to the Cistercians means that the Cluniacs cared more about the land they received from Roberts parents and his inheritance than Robert himself. [footnoteRef:5] This goes against the Cistercians extremely strict observations of their vows of poverty and humility, where they are not meant to have any personal worldly possessions, [footnoteRef:6] so the Cluniacs coveting the land and Robert’s inheritance over valuing Robert as a member of their order. [5:  Marjorie Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. IV, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), p. 53]  [6:  Patrologia Latina, ‘The Rule of St. Benedict’, Select Historical Documents of the Middle Ages, Vol. 66, col. 215ff, trans. by Ernest F. Henderson, (London: George Bell and Sons, 1910) <https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/rul-benedict.asp> [Accessed 25 October 2025]] 




Saint Bernard then condemns Robert’s decision to leave the Cistercians and rejoin the Cluniacs. He reminds his nephew of how Robert had insisted on following him to Clairvaux despite his oblation to the abbey of Cluney, and how Robert had been distraught that he had had to wait for two years before he was able to officially take his vows and become a Cistercian. Bernard describes Robert as someone who was so passionate and believing in the Cistercians that he could barely muster up the patience to wait for the ‘mercy’ of finally being able to be an official member of the Cistercian order. Therefore, Bernard is blindsided by Robert leaving the Cistercians to rejoin the Cluniacs, and is both grieving him and enraged with him, [footnoteRef:7] and insists that Robert must have been tricked by the Cluniacs in some way and that he will be condemned and not gain salvation as Robert has broken his vows. [footnoteRef:8] [7:  Augustus Neander, The Life and Time of Saint Bernard, trans. by Marie-Théodor Ratisbonne (P.J. Kenedy and Sons, 1918) p. 99]  [8:  Marjorie Chibnall, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, Vol. IV, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1973), pp. 53-54] 
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