COMMENTARY 2
“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)


This passage is taken from Chapter 11 of the Carta Caritatis, the Cistercian Order’s  Charter of Charity. The traditional view of Cistercian origins is that in 1098 Robert of Molesme rejected the perceived corruption of the  Benedictine model, left Molesme Abbey and established the New Monastery at Citeaux. The intention was to follow the Rule of St. Benedict more faithfully.  It was in Citeaux that Abott Stephen Harding wrote the Carta Caritatis. Approved by the pope in 1119 it formalised the organisation of and interaction between Cistercian abbeys and became their “first official constitution” (Jamroziak, 2015, p. 7). There are three recognised versions:  Carta Caritatis Prior, Carta Caritatis Summae and Carta Caritatis Posterior. The title text was likely taken from the Prior, this being the only one referencing the New Monastery (Berman, 2010, p. 56).

[bookmark: _Hlk89498912]Much debate has centred on the defining effect the Carta Caritatis had on the Cistercian Order.  Jamroziak points to the traditional view of scholars, such as Lekai, who concluded that “the original body of ideas and practices developed and codified in the early twelfth centuries-remained the guiding principle for all the Cistercian houses throughout their history” (Jamroziak, 2015, p. 7).  It may well have remained the guiding principle, but that is not to say its application was set in stone. Most scholars contend that the Carta Caritatis evolved with subsequent redrafts and that ability to adapt was key to their success. (Newman, 2012,  p. 26).  Lawrence added a political perspective, viewing the evolution as a change from  autocratic to representative.   This produced an almost federal network, which  "ensured strict and uniform observance of the Rule by a system of mutual supervision" (Lawrence, 2015, p. 21).

Linked to this theme, controversy surrounds the precise date of the Carta Caritatis.  Berman argued that the Summae is essentially the original Charter of Charity, which was confirmed in 1119 but now lost. This, together with the Exordium Parvuum, date to 1163-65 (Berman, 2010, p. 59). The basis of the argument is that the Cistercians had been guilty of some creative accounting. Berman contends that pope Alexander III admonished the  Cistercians in a letter and that their response was “the writing of a new and more lengthy Carta Caritatis called Prior and the forging of a confirmation of the Cistercian constitution in the purported bull of Calixtus II” (Berman, 2010, p. 68).  Berman's conviction that the Charter of Charity, written around  1160, is the original is based on evidence that “the purported confirmation of an earlier constitution for the Order in 1119 by Calixtus II is a forged papal bull” (Berman, 2010, p. 59). The theoretical significance is that if, as Berman contends, the primitive documents were not written until thirty years after the generally accepted date, then the Cistercian expansion was not based on being an Order but instead an 'ordo' without constitution.  This contradicts the assumption that their cornerstone was uniformity (Jamroziak, 2015, p. 8). 

This theory has met with considerable opposition. Referring to Waddell's work, Newman contests that these 'primitive documents’ were "honest efforts to describe the Cistercians' foundation" (Newman, 2012, p. 28). Newman maintains that the earliest version of the Charter of Charity was the Prior, and it was this that Calixtus II confirmed in 1119. It was rewritten in 1147 and again in 1152 when Pope Eugenius III “confirmed a new version of Charter of Charity” (Newman, 2012, p.28). McGuire cites the letters of St Bernard as  proof of the traditional date of the Carta given their archetypal Cistercian tone (McGuire, 2012, p. 88).  Certainly, the idea of an Order mainly based on strict observance of the Rule of St Benedict  resorting  to forgery is unlikely since this would be counter to one of the ‘good works’ listed in Chapter IV of the Rule; “Not to bear false witness” (Benedict, 1948, p. 14).

Ignoring the exact chronology of events, was there anything new about the Carta, or was it simply a rehash of The Rule of St Benedict? Casey described it as “a thoroughly modern version of Benedictine monasticism” (Casey, 1997, p. 75). The passage sheds some light on this question. Chapter LXIV of the Rule of Benedict on the Election of Abbots limits itself to the qualities the successful candidate should have. However, the Carta Caritatis seems to be more concerned with the actual election mechanism. That mechanism is reflective of the entire ethos of the Cistercian Order. A set procedure is outlined, which guarantees temporary continuity in the form of the Abbot of La Ferte, the first filiation of Citeaux, but leaves the choice of a successor at a local rather than executive level. The third sentence of the text indicates that the Cistercians enjoyed considerable social mobility because the post would be open to monks from throughout the Order. McGuire sees the Carta as creating "the first monastic Order in the Western Church".  Previously individual monasteries had followed the Rule of St Benedict, but this introduced  “an institution with regularised contacts among the monasteries, following common statues” (McGuire, 2012, p. 87).  Previously individual monasteries had interpreted the Rule of St Benedict locally. The Cistercians wanted a common rule set for all. The Carta Cartiatis provided that framework but, in doing so, laid the foundation for its downfall because as the organisation expanded, "the pastoral control exercised in the early days became impracticable" (Casey, 1997, p. 76).
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