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St. Bernard of Clairvaux biography is a captivating story of a man who played a pivotal
role in shaping the history of the Christian Church during the 12th century. As a Cistercian
monk, theologian, and preacher, St. Bernard's influence extended beyond the walls of his
monastery, reaching into the realms of politics, spirituality, and education. This article
delves into the life of St. Bernard of Clairvaux, his contributions, and his lasting legacy.

Early Life and Background

St. Bernard of Clairvaux was born around 1090 in the Burgundy region of France, in the
village of Fontaines. He came from a noble family, the third of seven children born to a
wealthy lord. His mother, Aleth, was known for her piety, which likely influenced Bernard's
spiritual development from an early age.

- Education: Bernard received a classical education, which included studies in rhetoric and
philosophy. He was well-versed in Latin and became familiar with the works of the Church
Fathers, particularly St. Augustine.

- Monastic Influence: At the age of 22, after the death of his mother, he felt a strong calling
to monastic life. This calling was further inspired by the Cistercian reform movement, led by
Robert of Molesme, which sought to return to a more austere and contemplative form of
monasticism.

Founding of the Abbey of Clairvaux

In 1112, Bernard entered the Cistercian monastery at Citeaux, where he quickly became
known for his deep spirituality and leadership qualities. After three years, he was chosen to
lead a group of monks to establish a new monastery in Clairvaux, which would become one
of the most influential monasteries in Europe.

- Growth of Clairvaux: Under Bernard's leadership, the Abbey of Clairvaux flourished. The
monastery attracted many followers, and within a few years, it had grown to house over
700 monks. Bernard's emphasis on strict adherence to the Rule of St. Benedict and his
dedication to prayer and work helped shape the Cistercian Order's identity.

- Cistercian Reform: Bernard's impact on the Cistercian Order was profound. He advocated
for a return to simplicity, humility, and manual labor, distinguishing Cistercians from other
monastic communities. His teachings emphasized the importance of spiritual contemplation
over scholarly pursuits.

Theological Contributions

St. Bernard of Clairvaux was a prolific writer, and his theological works remain influential to
this day. He focused on the themes of love, grace, and the nature of God, often drawing on
personal experiences to illustrate his points.



Key Works

1. On Loving God: This treatise explores the nature of love and how it relates to the divine.
Bernard emphasizes that true love for God is rooted in humility and self-denial.

2. Sermons on the Song of Songs: In these sermons, Bernard delves into the allegorical
interpretation of the biblical text, linking it to the soul's longing for God. His poetic style and
deep spiritual insights have made these sermons particularly cherished in Christian
mysticism.

3. Letters: Bernard's correspondence with various leaders of his time provides insight into
his thoughts on church governance, reform, and personal spirituality. His letters reveal his
pastoral care and wisdom in guiding others.

Political Influence and Leadership

St. Bernard's influence extended far beyond monastic life; he became a respected figure in
the political sphere of medieval Europe. His strong moral authority allowed him to advise
kings and nobles.

- Crusades Advocacy: Bernard played a significant role in promoting the Second Crusade
(1147-1149). He preached passionately about the need to reclaim the Holy Land, inspiring
many knights and nobles to join the cause. Although the crusade ultimately failed,
Bernard's fervent calls to arms demonstrated his ability to mobilize people for a cause.

- Conflict Resolution: Bernard often acted as a mediator in conflicts between secular and

ecclesiastical powers. His wisdom was sought after in disputes, and he advocated for peace
and reconciliation, often prioritizing the Church's interests over personal ambitions.

Spiritual Legacy

St. Bernard of Clairvaux's life and teachings have left a profound impact on the Church and
Christian spirituality.

Saint and Doctor of the Church

- Canonization: Bernard was canonized as a saint by Pope Alexander Ill in 1174, just over
thirty years after his death. His feast day is celebrated on August 20.

- Doctor of the Church: In 1830, Pope Pius VIII declared St. Bernard a Doctor of the Church,
recognizing his significant contributions to theology and spirituality. His teachings on love,
grace, and the relationship between the soul and God continue to be studied and revered.



Conclusion

The biography of St. Bernard of Clairvaux is a testament to the enduring power of faith,
leadership, and intellectual pursuit. His life exemplifies the harmony between
contemplation and action, demonstrating that a deep spiritual life can lead to meaningful
contributions to society. As a revered saint and theologian, St. Bernard's legacy continues
to inspire countless individuals on their spiritual journeys, reminding us of the importance
of love, humility, and the quest for God. Through his writings and teachings, he invites us to
reflect on our relationship with the divine and the transformative power of faith in our lives.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was St. Bernard of Clairvaux?

St. Bernard of Clairvaux was a French abbot and a major leader in the reform of the
Cistercian order during the 12th century. He is known for his deep spirituality and
significant influence on the medieval church.

When was St. Bernard of Clairvaux born?

St. Bernard of Clairvaux was born on August 20, 1090, in Fontaine-lés-Dijon, France.

What is St. Bernard of Clairvaux most known for?

He is most known for his role in the Cistercian reform, his writings on mysticism, and his
advocacy for the Second Crusade.

How did St. Bernard of Clairvaux contribute to the
Cistercian order?

St. Bernard revitalized the Cistercian order by promoting strict adherence to the Rule of St.
Benedict, emphasizing a life of prayer, labor, and community.

What were some of the key writings of St. Bernard of
Clairvaux?

Some of his key writings include 'On Loving God', 'Sermons on the Song of Songs', and 'The
Apology of the Order of Cistercians'.

What role did St. Bernard of Clairvaux play in the
Second Crusade?

St. Bernard preached the Second Crusade and encouraged many to join, using his influence
to rally support for the cause.



When did St. Bernard of Clairvaux die?

St. Bernard of Clairvaux died on August 20, 1153, in Clairvaux, France.

Why is St. Bernard of Clairvaux considered a Doctor of
the Church?

He was declared a Doctor of the Church due to his significant theological contributions and
influence on Christian spirituality, particularly in the areas of love and devotion.

What is the significance of the feast day of St. Bernard
of Clairvaux?

The feast day of St. Bernard of Clairvaux is celebrated on August 20, commemorating his
life, teachings, and contributions to the Church.

How did St. Bernard of Clairvaux influence later
Christian thought?

St. Bernard's emphasis on personal experience of God and his mystical approach to
spirituality had a lasting impact on later Christian mystics and theologians.
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Discover the inspiring life of St. Bernard of Clairvaux in this detailed biography. Learn more about
his contributions to monasticism and spirituality.
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