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     12     Bernard of Clairvaux  :   his i rst and greatest 
miracle was himself  
    Christopher   Holdsworth    

     The earliest surviving reaction to the news of Bernard’s death on 20 
August 1153 was written by Gilbert Foliot, bishop of Hereford, who had 
met Bernard in northern France, during 1147 and 1148. He wrote to con-
gratulate a friend, William de Hinet  , who had recently joined Bernard’s 
Order, and possibly even his own monastery, and then to sympathise 
with him on Bernard’s death and to praise the qualities of the dead man. 
He began those praises by expressing his inability for the task, using 
the rhetorical   device of  praeteritio  (literally: a passing over): ‘O who am 
I that I might worthily commemorate that holy pastor and that most 
famous and fecund abbey of Clairvaux?  ’ and then doing just that.  1   

     One sentence rel ects the impression that Bernard, then in his late 
forties and already, by that day’s standards, an old man, had made on 
him. ‘He was a man horrible with i lthiness, whose shrivelled l esh 
stuck everywhere to his bones, whose body never tasted too much wine, 
nor mouth any delicacies save for spiritual ones.’ Yet although he looked 
so appalling, he was ‘celebrated for his knowledge. Most well-known for 
holiness, most holy without deceit, a famous writer, eminent preacher      , 
the mirror of his order, and enlarger of the church.’  2   That shrunken i g-
ure was produced largely by having strained his physical resources by 
long periods at prayer    , often at night. As early as 1119 his physical con-
dition was such that his fellow abbots allowed the bishop William of 
Champeaux   to take him away from the monastery for twelve months to 
convalesce.  3   Another picture of Bernard at an earlier stage of his life, by 
Geoffrey of Auxerre, who had i rst met Bernard in 1140, scarcely hints 
at how Bernard was ageing, except when he wrote   ‘his body was very 
thin, and he seemed gaunt’.  4         

   Appearance was not, however, how popes measured holiness: rather 
they looked for more concrete evidence. So Alexander III in 1174, as he 
informed the archbishops and bishops and abbots   ‘in the French king-
dom’ that he had discerned Bernard to be a saint  , mentioned three sides 
of his life which he had considered:
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174 Christopher Holdsworth

  How supported by tokens of special grace he shone forth not only 
in sanctity and way of life … in the whole church of God   through 
the light of his faith and teaching … that he had transferred the 
institutions of a holy way of life as far as the furthest parts and 
barbarous peoples … that he had supported the most holy church   
of Rome … when it suffered, through his virtuous life … and 
through his divinely bestowed wisdom.  5       

 Such words bring us nearer to what Bernard had done so here we will i rst 
consider Bernard as a Cistercian, then look at his work for the Church in 
the wider world and lastly at what the pope may have included among 
‘those tokens of special grace’   ( singularis gratiae praerogativa ).  

      Bernard the Cistercian 

   When Bernard met Foliot, he had been a Cistercian for over 
thirty years, having entered Cîteaux in 1113, when he was probably 
twenty-three years old. Two years later, the abbot, Stephen Harding  , 
chose him as abbot for a new foundation at Clairvaux  , placed close to 
the borders of Champagne and Burgundy, some 100 km to the north of 
Cîteaux, a position he held until his death.  6   

 Bernard was born into a noble family at their castle at Fontaines, now 
within the suburbs of Dijon   in Burgundy. He, the third of six brothers, 
was probably destined for an ecclesiastical career since he would have 
stood little chance of inheriting sufficient land to support himself in 
secular society. He was sent for schooling to Ch â tillon  -sur-Seine, where 
his family had property, and where the teaching must have been good, 
judging from the quality of Bernard’s writings. Following his mother’s 
death, he underwent a conversion experience towards the monastic life, 
which seems to have been connected with the fact that he was aware 
of his attractiveness to women, and of theirs to him, which could have 
made a Church career difficult, since by then marriage and the priest-
hood were coming to be held incompatible. He chose to join the recently 
founded monastery at Cîteaux        , known for its poverty   and strenuous 
attempt to follow the old monastic Rule of Benedict  , rather than join 
other members of his family in an older house, like Saint-Bénigne   in 
Dijon. Some years later Bernard explained that his choice rel ected his 
sense of needing ‘stronger medicine’ than was available elsewhere.  7   
It was, however, typical that he persuaded all of his brothers, bar the 
youngest, an uncle, a cousin and numerous friends to become monks 
with him, around thirty men in all. Cîteaux was only just beginning 
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to attract recruits, and so becoming capable of establishing new mon-
asteries attached to itself. Bernard’s conviction that the Cistercian way 
was best emerges in a letter he sent to a bishop of Lincoln   after one 
of his canons had set off for Jerusalem  , but had found when he visited 
Clairvaux   that he could go no further, since Clairvaux had become for 
him the real Jerusalem, where he would stay for ever.  8   It was this kind 
of ‘discovery’ which drew men from many parts of the Latin West into 
this new monastery              . 

 When Bernard died, Clairvaux   had around 200 monks and 500 lay 
brothers  , while its archives contained nearly 900 statements of profes-
sion made by novices   there, which had enabled it to establish over 60 
or so foundations of its own, from Portugal to Denmark and Sweden, or 
from Scotland and Ireland to southern France and central Italy.  9   Over 
a third of them were not new monasteries, but rather, to use a modern 
term, take-overs, of communities of monks, canons or hermits  . In such 
places a small group would be sufficient, who, once they had passed 
on Cistercian customs, might be able to return home. Even so, to staff 
39 new houses over 500 monks would have to have been recruited at 
Clairvaux: say, on average, around a recruit for every month of Bernard’s 
abbacy. There is clear evidence too that Clairvaux had grown so large 
that it was forced to move to a more spacious site with larger buildings 
during the 1130s.  10   In 1130, as Bernard’s work beyond Clairvaux was 
growing rapidly, there were in all thirty-nine Cistercian monasteries, 
of which the mother house    , Cîteaux, had the largest family, twelve, fol-
lowed by Clairvaux and Morimond   (both founded in 1115), with eight 
each. Twenty-three years later at Bernard’s death, the total was about 
340 houses, of which almost half, 160, were in Clairvaux’s family, while 
Cîteaux, the earliest monastery, had 57, and Morimond, 87.  11       

   Clairvaux differed from other Cistercian houses in two, related 
respects: that Bernard was its abbot, and that he led a community which 
included many of his relations. Bernard’s absences grew sharply in the 
1130s, as he dealt with problems which he claimed he had been ‘dragged 
into’, but that, of course, made him known to a wide range of potential 
founders and supporters, as well as potential monks and lay brothers  .  12   
That Clairvaux contained for some years a signii cant number of his 
relatives affected how the community worked, as we shall see  .      

  Bernard beyond Clairvaux 

   Writing diaries was not a typical activity in the twelfth century, 
but there is one period, the three months between November 1146 and 
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February 1147    , when some of Bernard’s companions kept such records 
as they journeyed with him in the empire and north-eastern France   
to preach the crusade    .  13   One may calculate that from 1130 until his 
death he was away from Clairvaux for at least a third of the time, a 
signii cant proportion when one considers the weight of responsibility 
that the Rule   places upon an abbot  ’s     shoulders.   His letters  , more than 
any of his other writings, show that he felt torn by these absences and 
lamented the nets of obedience   ( oboedientiae retibus ), which we, in a 
more sociological mode, might call networks, that drew him away from 
the quiet of his monastery into the cities.  14     At Clairvaux stories were 
recorded showing how some of the community tried to reassure them-
selves about his continuing care for them during his absences, expressed 
in the form of ‘visions’ in which he was ‘seen’ present in choir, or while 
monks were engaged in other tasks.  15     Bernard himself described how he 
felt while away from home, in various ways, of which the most poign-
ant comes from around 1150 when he called himself ‘a sort of mod-
ern chimaera, neither cleric nor layman’,   who ‘had kept the habit of 
a monk, but … long ago abandoned the life’.  16   The chimaera was to 
him monstrous because it combined parts of distinct species, and over 
twenty years earlier in what is now his best known work, his  Apology   , 
he railed against those monasteries whose cloisters contained carvings 
of such unnatural animals. Such ‘ridiculous monstrosities’, he claimed, 
had no place within parts of a monastery only used by monks: now 
he lamented that he had become just such a one himself.  17   The point 
was not lost upon some of his contemporaries, most interestingly   Peter 
Abelard, master of the cathedral school   in Paris  , who i ercely attacked 
abbots who busied themselves by attending councils and synods and 
interfering in business which did not directly concern them.  18   One 
could spend much time understanding the relations between these two 
extraordinary men, here I can only observe, as Michael Clanchy   did in 
his great book on Abelard  , that they were much more like one another 
than it was comfortable for either to recognise.  19   Once Bernard attacked 
Abelard as someone who retained only the habit to show that he was a 
monk – the very criticism which he applied to himself.    20     

       The     event which pulled Bernard out of Clairvaux and launched him 
into the wider world was the schism which broke out following the 
death in Rome of Honorius II   on 13 (or 14) February 1130.  21   The cardi-
nals divided over the merits of two candidates, Gregory cardinal priest 
of Sant’Angelo   and Peter cardinal priest of Santa Maria in Trastevere  , 
who on election took the names of Innocent and Anacletus  , being 
second popes with those names. Neither party was strong enough to 
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oust the other, largely because neither could persuade all the signii cant 
rulers in the West to support them. Broadly speaking, Italy  , particularly 
Sicily  , remained faithful to Anacletus, while most of Europe north of the 
Alps came into Innocent’s camp, creating a division which lasted eight 
years, the longest schism in the Latin Church   until the so-called Great 
Schism   of the later Middle Ages. Bernard was drawn into Innocent’s 
party through his friendship   going back some years with the Burgundian 
Haimeric, Innocent’s campaign manager and chancellor. So in 1131 and 
1132 Bernard spent months travelling with Innocent in northern France   
and the empire, and went to Italy to be with him in 1133, 1135 and, 
lastly, 1137 and 1138, when he was away continuously for about eight-
een months. But why, one must ask, did Innocent want to have Bernard 
with him? 

 Fundamentally Innocent wanted him because he was already such 
a persuasive speaker and writer  . His rhetorical   skills enabled Bernard 
to build what the pope hailed in a privilege he awarded to the abbot 
and his monastery as early as 1132 as ‘an impregnable wall around the 
Church’.  22   Although those who wrote the so-called  Vita Prima    ( First 
Life , so called to distinguish it from later lives) may have overempha-
sised just what he achieved for Innocent, there can be little doubt that 
his contribution was signii cant, but even so, there were others who 
aided Innocent considerably, among whom Norbert of Xanten   and Peter 
the Venerable   stand out. The former, founder of a successful Order of 
canons centred upon the northern French monastery of Prémontré, 
ended his career as archbishop of Magdeburg, and became close to the 
ruler of Germany  . Innocent hailed him with the same ‘wall’ metaphor, 
a year after he had used it for Bernard. Peter  , abbot of the great mon-
astery of Cluny    , possessed a large family of monasteries spread wide 
over the West, and he plumped for Innocent as soon as he heard the 
news of the schism. The  Vita Prima  also claimed that Bernard’s oratory 
tipped the scales of opinion in favour of Innocent at a council sum-
moned by Louis VI   at Étampes, yet an overlooked letter from Louis to 
cardinals in Rome makes it clear he had decided for Innocent before 
he summoned the Council, and planned for it to merely coni rm his 
decision.  23   When Bernard visited Italy   in 1135, he was sent by Innocent 
to Milan   and other former strongholds of Anacletus, to reconcile them 
with Innocent, a process which included spectacular exorcisms believed 
to drive out the devil.  24   When the schism ended in 1138,     Bernard never 
again left Clairvaux for such long periods, but there were many calls for 
his intervention, of which the most signii cant was his preaching of the 
Second Crusade      , already mentioned.           
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     Two things happened to Bernard during the years he worked in the 
public eye: he became known for his skill as a peacemaker between fac-
tions in and around a number of cities, and he was offered election to 
two archbishoprics and at least two bishoprics. These are worth brief 
consideration. 

 The cities involved were Milan   (1135), Reims   (1139), Metz   (1153) 
and Langres (?), and in all of them his success as peacemaker was assisted 
by his healing powers, which at Milan and Langres was linked with 
encouragement which came to him through dreams.  25   Geoffrey   gives a 
long account of events at Metz during Bernard’s last spring, when the 
dying abbot responded to a heartfelt appeal from the archbishop of Trier, 
who had travelled to Clairvaux and prostrated himself before Bernard to 
emphasise the need for his help. 

 The places where he was offered promotion were Milan (1135) and 
Reims (1139–40), both archbishoprics, and certainly two bishoprics, 
Ch â lons-sur-Marne   (1131–9), Langres   (1138) and possibly Genoa   (1130). 
He refused all these opportunities, arguing, in words originally used by 
Jesus    , ‘That he came not to be served, but to serve’ (Mark 10.45).  26   The 
second author of the  Vita Prima    makes it clear that Bernard’s own com-
munity did not wish to lose him, and got some assurance from Innocent 
II   that he would not press Bernard to leave. William of Saint Thierry  , on 
the other hand, comments that Bernard could never be persuaded to do 
anything against his will.  27   How successful a bishop he might have been 
cannot be known, but one might expect that without the regular pres-
ence of his own brothers, he might have become isolated and remote. 
Monastic life probably suited him better, and fortunately for him and 
the wider Church, there, despite his absences, he stayed    .      

  Bernard and miracles 

   Now   we turn to an aspect of Bernard’s activity to which most mod-
ern scholars have paid little attention, namely his numerous miracles, 
which, then, for many people, indicated that he had a close relationship 
with God. When Alexander III  , as we have already seen, claimed in 1174 
that Bernard’s life had been ‘supported by tokens of special grace’, it 
seems likely that he would have included miracles among them, since 
by then popes were stressing that miracles were a necessary qualii ca-
tion for sanctii cation. Now we must consider the evidence about them 
in the  Vita Prima . 

   This was the work of three men, all of whom had known Bernard. 
William of Saint Thierry   met Bernard around 1119 when himself a 
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Benedictine, remaining in touch with Bernard until his own death in 
1148. He concentrated on Bernard as monk, mainly on his home ground. 
Ernald of Bonneval  , a Benedictine   house in the diocese of Chartres  , pos-
sibly chosen because he knew well two of those who had been close to 
Bernard in the 1130s, Geoffrey, bishop of Chartres  , and Theobald, count 
of Blois  , focused on Bernard away from Clairvaux   during the Anacletan   
schism  .  28   The last three books were written by Geoffrey of Auxerre    , who 
became Bernard’s secretary   soon after he had left the schools   in Paris   in 
1140. He seems to have initiated the writing of the Life, since he wrote 
notes about Bernard’s life up to 1145 which both William and Geoffrey 
used. The i ve books were largely written while Bernard was alive, and 
probably i nished by 1155–6, within three years after Bernard’s death.   

 But what counted as a miracle for Bernard and for those who wrote 
about him? He himself provides evidence in his Life of the Irish bishop 
Malachy, who died at Clairvaux in 1148, written not long before his 
own death. Bernard lists six different kinds of ‘ancient’ miracles which 
Malachy   had performed: prophecy, revelations (by which he meant 
meaningful night dreams and waking ones), revenge on the ungodly, 
healing, changing people’s minds and raising the dead.  29   He also wrote 
that ‘these are not the times for signs’ because there were no prophets, 
and rejoiced that Malachy was ‘so rich in signs’. Gerhoh of Reichersberg  , 
a German Augustinian canon  , writing in 1148, attacked fraudulent 
miracle-workers, but excepted Bernard, and him alone, from that cat-
egory, praising his thundering sermons and sparkling miracles.  30   Sixteen 
years later, about ten years after Bernard’s death, John of Salisbury   
expressed himself somewhat sceptically: ‘he was a man mighty in deed 
and word with God, so some would believe, and with men as we all 
know  ’.  31   

             How large a part do signs or miracles, these general terms are used 
interchangeably, play in the  Vita Prima ? The surprising answer is that 
they occur on nearly every page, and although many accounts are quite 
short, others, particularly in Ernald’s   book, last for several pages. Even 
so, the modern scholarly world paid this substantial evidence little 
attention, until a Canadian Trappist  , André Picard, published his mas-
ter’s thesis from the University of Montréal in 1991. By coincidence, 
I published my own, much slighter, essay in 1990, the year he presented 
his thesis, each of us ignorant of the other’s work.  32   Since then, Picard 
and his former supervisor, Pierre Boglioni, published a joint article in 
1993, and I another in 2006.  33   Both of us tried to understand the extent 
and chronology of miracles in the  Vita Prima  and to assess how Bernard 
saw this side of his life, and how others saw it. The fact that no response 
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has, as far as I know, been published probably indicates the inl uence of 
views expressed by two scholars now dead who dominated Bernardine 
studies since the 1950s, namely Dom Jean Leclercq and Professor 
Adriaan Bredero. The former never discussed the miracles in his volu-
minous writings, while the other analysed those who recorded the mir-
acles, rather than the meaning of the miracles themselves, which he 
dismissed as part of the traditions found in hagiographical writings.  34   
The  Vita Prima  contains 337 miraculous events (of which two-thirds 
are various kinds of healing), increased to 840 when other contemporary 
sources are included.  35   Such a number is far larger than those attributed 
to well-known contemporaries of Bernard’s, Anselm of Canterbury   and 
Norbert of Magdeburg  .  36            

   Twenty years ago, I thought I could distinguish in the  Vita Prima , 
particularly in the early parts of William  ’s book, episodes concerning 
Bernard’s own growth and development, from others which reassured 
his community that he was capable of fuli lling his responsibilities as 
abbot.  37   For example, when Bernard joined the monks harvesting, he 
found it hard to wield his scythe, something that as a young noble, he 
would not have been expected to learn, just like Levin in Tolstoy’s  Anna 
Karenina . He was ordered to sit down and rest, and then prayed that 
God might help him. When he rejoined the labouring monks, he found 
that now he could work quite easily, and one can suppose that just by 
watching them he had found what to do.  38   The other group can be illus-
trated with the occasion when his brother Gerard   complained that he 
had no money to meet various pressing needs. Then Bernard reassured 
him, went off to pray  , and almost immediately someone arrived with 
just the sum of money required.  39   Now I i nd the distinctions not so 
clear, since in both the examples, both Bernard and the community 
could have been affected. Knowing that he could work effectively on 
the farm could encourage the community, and knowing that his prayer   
could have such quick effect could have encouraged Bernard.     

     Much     more signii cant to his work as abbot was giving sermons 
and hearing confessions, both duties which William   explains Bernard 
found extremely difficult, while to his monks his sermons were unin-
telligible, and his advice to penitents unsympathetic.  40   Here William 
makes clear that he felt he was portraying an imperfect abbot, indeed 
these apparent failures in Bernard’s holiness become an integral part of 
it, something which Bredero  , I suspect, would have found shocking.  41   
Part of the trouble seems to have been that Bernard had formed a low 
view of the monks, especially because of their moral failures, those ‘fra-
gilities of the human condition and … the temptations and i lthiness of 
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such thoughts’.  42   But as he realised that his community, which included 
many older than he, was trying to take his sermons and directions ser-
iously, he was, as it were, opened up to a new approach, after he had 
experienced a period when he felt that his monks would do better to 
meditate in silence   than listen to him, and wished that he was not 
obliged to preach regularly. That new direction appeared one night in 
a vision, when he saw a young man standing beside him, who told him 
‘with great authority’ that he should speak faithfully whatever came to 
him, since it was not he who would speak, but the Holy Spirit (Matt. 
10.20). After this Bernard’s sermons changed,  

  the Holy Spirit spoke more clearly in him, through his mouth 
came more eloquent words and more abundant thoughts on the 
Bible  , and grace (gave) him more credit and power with his hearers, 
and a more wholesome understanding of the poor   and needy, and 
of the repentant sinner who demands forgiveness      .  43         

       It   was apparently after this that there is evidence that some of 
Bernard’s relatives began to belittle his healing powers.  44   This i rst 
happened when his uncle Gaudry and younger brother Gerard accom-
panied Bernard, who had been summoned by the family of the local 
landowner, Josbert de la Fert é   , who could not speak and appeared to 
be dying; they feared that if he died without making a full confession, 
his eternal destiny would be jeopardised. Bernard promised that if his 
family returned all the property which he had taken from the Church     
and from the poor  , Josbert would be able to speak and make a confes-
sion. Everyone who heard Bernard’s promise, but particularly Gaudry 
and Gerard, were horrii ed because they had no experience of how 
much grace God had given him. Indeed the  Vita  goes on to recount 
how his relatives, now named as Gaudry and brother Gui, belittled 
all the good things that Bernard had done, denying that he had done 
any miracles, and hurt Bernard so much that he wept. They seem to 
have been worried about his youth and short experience as a monk. 
The sequel, some years later, shows Bernard with a sense of humour. 
Uncle Gaudry fell ill with a fever and, in distress, asked his nephew 
to do as he had done for others and heal him. Bernard then reminded 
him of the disparaging remarks he had made years before, and it was 
only after some time that he agreed to lay his hand upon him, and the 
fever disappeared.  45           

 Much later, in the summer of 1145, when Bernard was travelling 
with bishop Geoffrey of Chartres   in Aquitaine to combat the heretical   
teaching of Peter de Bruys   and his pupil Henry, Bernard talked about his 
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own miracles with some of his monks who were with him in a way that 
he had never done before:

  I ask myself with deep astonishment what these miracles mean, 
and why God has found it good to do such things and through such 
a person. I think I have never read in the pages of Holy Scripture   
about this type of signs. In truth, signs have sometimes been done 
by holy and perfect men [ per sanctos homines et perfectos ] and 
sometimes also by impostors [ et facta sunt per i ctos ]. I know 
that I am not perfect, nor an imposter [ Ego mihi non perfectionis 
conscius sum, nec i ctionis ]. I know that I do not possess the 
merits of saints who were lit up by miracles, and am coni dent 
that I do not belong to that class of men who do many good things 
in the name of the Lord, ‘and yet are not known by him’ [Matt. 
7.23].  46     

   Here one may deduce that he had become more cautious over the years, 
since his uncle and brother had been worried about him becoming over-
coni dent, even though so many signs had, according to authors of the 
 Vita Prima , been done by him. Geoffrey went on to say that he often 
talked in private about such matters with ‘spiritual men’, and included 
a passage of equal length to the one just considered, when Bernard 
developed similar ideas not long before he died.  47   There he stressed 
that the marvels which had occurred were not done to magnify his 
own attainments, or to suggest that he was more holy than others, but 
rather to help others to have more love and zeal for holiness, ending 
that his miracles happened ‘not to commend me, but to warn others’.    

  Conclusion 

 This attempt to give some impression of the life of a very active 
person, many of whose acts were recorded during his lifetime, or soon 
afterwards, has, inevitably, omitted a number of sides of his life which 
were important for him, and which affected many of Bernard’s con-
temporaries. Concentration on three aspects, his work as a monk, his 
work in wider society and his miracles, has left a great deal unsaid: for 
example the links which enabled him to found monasteries   over much 
of Western Europe, or how he appealed for men to i ght in Palestine 
and how he felt when the Second Crusade   failed  . But all this is but to 
draw attention to the obvious: Bernard was an extraordinary man who 
affected many different sorts of people. Thanks to his travels, he was 
actually seen by more individuals than anyone else, and while many 
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only glimpsed him at a distance, during a great service in a church, or 
passing him closer on the road, others, like Gilbert Foliot    , saw his face 
clearly or noticed how he held or touched a sick person. The abbot, 
leader of a large community, healer of wounds in the Church   or wider 
society, was also a man whose lesser and mighty acts of healing, and 
other signs of another world impending on our own, must have left 
many impressions. And it was the combination he had found between 
caring for his community and the wider world that left many feeling 
that he was a special person. One can understand to some degree why 
Geoffrey chose to apply to Bernard a phrase which Bernard had coined 
for Malachy: ‘In addition’, as he commended Malachy  , ‘the i rst and 
greatest miracle that he did, to my judgement, was himself.’    48          
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