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Write a commentary on the following extract:
Upon the death of their father, the brethren of the New Monastery are to send three messengers to the abbots, as we have said above – or more should they wish to do so – and are to gather there as many as they can summon within fifteen days; and with their consent, let them appoint as their shepherd one whom God has foreseen. In the meantime, however, the lord abbot of La Ferté is to take the place of the deceased abbot in everything, as we have said earlier regarding a different matter, until another abbot may, upon being elected, receive with the help of God both the place and its pastoral care. Also, in the rest of the monasteries widowed in whatever manner of their pastor, let the brethren of that place convoke the abbot of that church which gave it birth, and in his presence and with his advice let them elect for themselves an abbot from among their own brethren or those of the New Monastery or from the other churches.
(Carta Caritatis)

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]The Cistercian Order began in 1098 when Robert of Molesme founded a monastery at Cîteaux with approval from Hugh of Die. His successors, Alberic and Stephen Harding, later strengthened the community and shaped the emerging Order (Newman, 2012, p. 37) to restore simplicity, poverty, humility, and devotion to prayer and labour, while more closely following the Rule of Saint Benedict (hereafter RSB) (Koestlé-Cate, 2022). By 1115, Cîteaux had four daughter abbeys, and by the late twelfth century, over 500 male monasteries, along with numerous women’s communities, followed Cistercian rules (Newman, 2021). Bernard of Clairvaux, abbot from 1115, reinforced the Order’s identity by contrasting Cistercian austerity and masculinity with the perceived worldliness and effeminacy of Cluniac houses (Doss, 2022). As the Order expanded, it required a formal system of governance to maintain cohesion. The Carta Caritatis (Charter of Charity) served as its constitutional document, believed to have been ratified by Pope Calixtus II in 1119, although some scholars suggest this date is interpretative (Schachenmayr, 2020). The Carta codified governance and administration, organising the General Chapter and procedures for electing, deposing, and disciplining abbots (Parker Mason, 1905; Carta Caritatis, Ch. 11). The passage above, from Chapter XI, Of the Death and Election of Abbots, describes how monasteries should respond to an abbot’s death and select a successor, revealing how the Cistercians combined local participation with oversight and religious validation to maintain unity. This commentary argues that the Carta established a federated governance system blending local election rights with central oversight and divine authority, ensuring unity, continuity, and legitimacy across the rapidly expanding Cistercian Order.
Traditionally attributed to Harding, Abbot of Cîteaux (1109–1133), the Carta comprises eleven chapters emphasising consistency in governance and regulation of monasteries (Burton and Kerr, 2011, pp. 29–30). Authorship is now seen as collaborative, consolidating evolving monastic practice (Schachenmayr, 2020; Merton, 1998). Jean-Baptiste Auberger attributes the initial framework to Harding or his circle, while Chrysogonus Waddell emphasises later additions and revisions by successive abbots, highlighting the text’s evolving nature (Newman, 2021). The Carta drew on earlier narratives, such as the Exordium Cistercii and Exordium Parvum, showing how governance gradually formalised (Aust, 2000). 

Burton and Kerr (2011, pp. 82–102) highlight that the Carta established a federated system. Cîteaux and senior abbots exercised oversight, while local houses retained voting rights. This enabled rapid growth and cohesion. Before the Carta, monasteries followed the RSB Chapter 64, stressing communal election of abbots “by merit of life and wisdom of doctrine” (RSB, Ch. 64). However, if an unfit candidate was chosen, external authorities intervened. As Jamroziak (2020) notes, this system was insufficient for a rapidly expanding order, since political or family interests could influence local elections. The Carta addressed these issues by requiring the presence or consent of senior abbots, embedding elections within a network-wide structure and preserving Benedictine discernment while safeguarding uniformity.

Chapter XI exemplifies the principles of the Carta, highlighting the procedures that follow the death of the abbot, or “father.” The instruction for the brethren to send “three messengers” within “fifteen days” underscores the urgency and official nature of the process. These messengers inform other Cistercian abbots, who are expected to assemble at Cîteaux, the “New Monastery” and origin of the Order (McGuire, 1999), to participate in the election. Such prompt succession maintained community stability. Once assembled, the abbots collectively consent to the election of a new “shepherd” (abbot), described as “one whom God has foreseen,” introducing a divine element to the process. The term “shepherd,” recalling Christ the Good Shepherd (John 10:11), conveys pastoral care and spiritual authority, blending administrative order with divine guidance (Bible Gateway, 2025; Carta Caritatis, Ch. 11). Secondly, the temporary appointment of the “Lord Abbot of La Ferté” demonstrates concern for continuity. La Ferte refers to Citeaux's first daughter house (McGuire, 1999). Authority could not lapse; it was instead delegated to this senior figure until the new abbot assumed “pastoral care”. The phrase “as we have said earlier” recalls Chapter IV titled The General Statute between Abbeys, where the Abbot of Cîteaux assumes the abbot’s role during visitation (Carta Caritatis, Ch. 4). This reflects an institutional culture that avoided power vacuums. Third, the statute required “widowed” monasteries to summon the abbot of their founding house and elect in his presence, balancing local involvement with hierarchical oversight. Candidates had to be Cistercians from the local community, the New Monastery, or other affiliated houses. Excluding outsiders reinforced institutional cohesion and legitimacy through formal Order affiliation. 

The passage shows how the Cistercians adapted Benedictine principles into a systematised, federated framework. While Rule 64 of RSB emphasised communal choice and spiritual merit (RSB, Ch. 64), the Carta required oversight from senior abbots and occasionally Cîteaux itself. Elections, therefore, became both a communal act and an affirmation of identity. Extending eligibility to all monks, the Carta promoted unity and consistency (Burton and Kerr, 2011, p. 32). However, disputes such as those at Strata Florida (Burton, 2019) and the election of unsuitable abbots like Guy of Trois Fontaines (Merton, 1998) exposed the limits of the system. Even so, the Carta upheld order and legitimacy within a growing Order. Managing succession was not merely an administrative task, but central to maintaining authority. The Cistercians were the first monastic order to codify a shared constitution, unlike the Cluniacs, whose abbots were elected under papal oversight without a federated structure (William I, 910). Harding’s initiatives, the Carta, the General Chapter, and annual visitations, ensured daughter houses remained connected (McGuire, 2012, pp. 87–99). Ultimately, the Carta’s enduring achievement was embedding spiritual discernment within an organised framework of governance, securing continuity, unity, and legitimacy across the Cistercian Order.
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