Commentary on Bernard’s 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.
(Bernard, Letter to Robert)

The letter written to Robert by his cousin St Bernard of Clairvaux is a fascinating piece of writing. It had been written when Robert needed help and advice which then began the various letters that St Bernard wrote. This commentary will be focusing on a small section of the letter that has been written which mentions about parents and children signing up to the religious order and which one has more importance to St Benedict if they are following his book of rule. To look in depth to this section, the commentary will discuss and research the meaning behind some of the key parts of information that have been written down to evaluate the true meaning behind the Cistercian order and the impact that these carries. 
When looking into the letter, there are two main points that have been made which makes this particular section of the piece stand out. The first intriguing and main point made is when Bernard writes about who should sign up a child to the vow of the Cluny, either the father or son, and how important one is more so than the other. This is an important piece of information to recognise because Bernard is suggesting that he does not believe children at a young age, should be made to agree to a vow for the Cluny when they cannot know what they want for their future at around the age of seven years old. Bernard also writes that the child should be allowed to choose to take the vow on his own accord when he is at an age that is acceptable to make a lifelong decision about becoming a monk. This is because the Cistercians did not like the fact that children could be oblates to the church when it is not their choice in the first place meaning that even though they follow the rule book of St Benedict, it is apparent that they do not agree on all of the rules they are supposed to follow. It has been mentioned in Greg Peter’s book where he states that ‘child oblation is presented as a humane form of abandonment, but as abandonment all the same’[footnoteRef:1] which means that even though it had been accepted and many people did this, they still believed that this had been a wrong thing to do in their eyes. [1:  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), <URL https://www.proquest.com/docview/212847412?accountid=130472>] 

The second main important part of the letter which has significant meaning is when Bernard writes about the ceremony that is supposed to take place when parents give the Cluny their children. He points out that as this ceremony did not actually happen at all, therefore this means that even though the child has been given over to the Cluny, it does not have any validity in his eyes without the ceremony. The ritual that is supposed to take place when parents give their child to the church consists of tying an alter cloth to the child’s hand and wrapping it onto a part of the church to indicate a connection and link between both parties in the situation.[footnoteRef:2] This suggests that by taking part in the ritual to give the child to the Cluny, due to the way it takes place, the ritual symbolises being connected to the church in a more personal and spiritual way from having the cloth wrapped around the arm to the church. [2:  Mayke De Jong, In Samuel’s Image – Child Oblation in the Early Medieval West, (Brill, 2021)] 

In conclusion, the letter written by Bernard of Clairvaux to his cousin about the Cluny is an intriguing piece of writing. This is because the letter reflects on the outlook that the Cistercians had on the rule of St Benedict because despite them sort of following the rulebook on certain sections, they did not always like the rules they were supposed to follow as this piece presents the issue of what age is the best to make the decision to become a monk. Overall, this shows that the Cistercians had been true and followed the rule book of St Benedict to make sure that any religious person who followed had a strict way of making sure that people stayed in line. On the other hand, this fluctuated depending on if people truly believed in the rules that had been set out and had to follow which in the case of the child oblates, it varied due to it being allowed, however not always agreed with. 
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