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A P O L O G Y  TO  W I L L I A M

A P O L O G Y  O F  S T.  B E R N A R D ,  A B B O T,  T O  
W I L L I A M ,  A B B O T  O F  S A I N T - T H I E R R Y .

There is nothing that brought greater envy 
upon Bernard than this book, published against 
the monks of Cluny. For at that time, their reputa
tion was such that whoever attempted to criticize 
them seemed to attack the judgment of the whole 
world; their reach and number were so great that 
such a person would stir up a host of adversaries 
against himself. And even now there are some 
who accuse Bernard's zeal in this matter of being 
excessive, not sufficiently considering that the 
holy Doctor was so prepared and established by 
God to wipe away the stains of the Church and to 
restore the integrity and splendor of the monastic 
order, by declaring war on the vices that were de
forming its purity in his time. Therefore, it is now 
important to know by what title and in what year 
Bernard published this work; whether the things 
he criticizes in the Cluniacs are in fact vices or 
tolerable rites; and if they are vices, whether they 
are real or supposed.

Regarding the title, Bernard calls it a Letter in 
the following book, no. 15: "But now the Letter, 
that it might remain a letter, had to be con
cluded," etc. But at the end of the book, he calls it 
an Opusculum, where he speaks of Ogerius, who 
did not want to depart from Bernard "without a 
recent Opusculum." Geoffrey, in the third book 
of the Life of Bernard, chapter eight, calls it an 
Apologeticum: "If you desire fervent zeal against 
the vices of his own or of others, read that which 
he calls the Apologeticum." Certainly, the holy 
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man uses the name Apology in his eighteenth 
letter, where, reviewing his writings for Cardinal 
Peter, he says, "And also the Apology to a certain 
friend of ours, where I discussed some things 
about the observances of the Cluniacs and our 
own, that is, the Cistercians." Therefore, we shall 
retain the common title of Apology, consecrated 
as it was by the author himself.

From the same eighteenth letter, which was 
written around the year 1127, the time of the 
Apology's composition is understood. And in
deed, it is established that this book was one of 
Bernard's first opuscula, and in fact the third, 
from the enumeration made for Cardinal Peter, in 
which he mentions only two before the Apology, 
namely the book On Humility, and the Homilies 
in praise of the Virgin Mother on the *Missus 
est*, to which he immediately adds the Apology 
along with a few letters. Therefore, the Apology 
was composed around the year 1125, that is, at the 
beginning of the governance of Peter the Vener
able, who succeeded Hugh II in the year 1122, 
half a year after Pontius, under whom the regular 
discipline of the Cluniac Order had been greatly 
relaxed. It is not surprising, therefore, if Bernard 
noted some things worthy of censure and put 
them in writing at the request of William, abbot 
of Saint-Thierry, who was considered to be of the 
Cluniac Order. For since almost all monasteries 
of the Black Monks followed the Cluniac rites, 
once the Cistercian congregation arose, which 
had different customs, they were said to be of 
the Cluniac Order (although they were not aggre
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gated to it), as is clear even from the following 
Apology, in which, addressing William. he says 
"your Order" in nos. 1 and 30, and in the same no. 
30 he attributes the monastery of Saint Nicholas 
in the diocese of Laon to the same Order. Bernard, 
therefore, writes this Apology at the request of 
William, a Cluniac man; he writes, I say, at a time 
when the religious life of the Cluniacs was more 
lax, but he composes the little book in such a way 
that he first, and indeed more harshly, rebukes 
his own, that is, the Cistercians, who, under the 
appearance of a stricter life, were disparaging the 
institutes of the Cluniacs, and thus violating the 
holier laws of religion. Therefore, so that the most 
holy Doctor might reconcile the one group to the 
other, he sincerely explains in this book what 
seemed to him reprehensible in both, thinking 
that "he was arguing not against the Order, but 
for the Order, if he were to reprehend not the 
Order in men, but the vices of men," from no. 15.

Nor should it be doubted that the things 
Bernard noted in the Cluniacs are true, for every
one must concede that he was accurately in
formed about these matters and thus is immune 
from any suspicion of false accusation. Indeed, 
the truth of his statements is proven by the 
Statutes of Peter the Venerable, abbot of Cluny, 
who, having convened a general chapter at Cluny, 
attempted to amend many such vices, as his 
Statutes, which we will refer to in notes in their 
proper places, manifestly prove. Orderic Vitalis, 
who was himself present, discusses this chapter 
under the year 1132; for thus he has it in his 
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thirteenth book, page 896: "Peter, abbot of Cluny, 
then sent messengers and letters through all his 
cells, and summoned all the Priors of the cells 
from England and Italy, and other kingdoms, or
dering them to be present at Cluny on the third 
Sunday of Lent, so that they might hear precepts 
of monastic life more austere than they had 
hitherto held." Those archimandrites, of course, 
obeyed his commands, and at the appointed 
time two hundred Priors convened at Cluny. On 
that day, one thousand two hundred and twelve 
brothers were present there... But he," Peter, "in
creased the fasts, removed conversations, and 
certain supports for the weak body, which the 
clemency of the reverend fathers had hitherto 
permitted them in moderation." The brothers, 
however, accustomed to always obey their mas
ter, unwilling to resist him against religious 
custom, accepted the harsh commands; yet they 
reasonably pointed out that the venerable Hugh, 
and his predecessors Majolus and Odilo, had held 
to a strict path of life... But the austere preceptor... 
emulating the Cistercians and other followers of 
novelties, persisted in his rough undertakings, 
and was ashamed to desist for the present from 
what he had begun. Afterwards, however, having 
softened, he consented to the judgment of his 
subjects," etc. Compare the twenty-eighth letter 
of the first book of the same Peter the Venerable, 
and another which is included among Bernard's, 
number two hundred and twenty-nine.

From these things it appears that what 
Bernard criticizes in the Cluniacs is true, but that 

6



A P O L O G Y  TO  W I L L I A M

it was not considered by all to be among the vices, 
but rather as a necessary tempering for human 
infirmity. And indeed, this might seem to be the 
case for certain things, such as the ornamenta
tion of churches and other such matters, which 
present plausible reasons; but the reading itself 
persuades that most things were not tolerable 
among monks who were until then moderate. 
But what, you ask, of the magnificence and 
adornment of temples? Did not the Cistercians, 
and indeed Bernard himself, found very large and 
ornate ones? When I hear these things, that first 
Oratory built by Bernard at Clairvaux comes to 
mind. Good God! How meager, how base in ap
pearance, but how venerable in its very base ap
pearance! He did indeed begin another very large 
one, which would be sufficient to contain seven 
hundred monks and other persons, but it was 
devoid of all ornament, apart from the majesty 
of the structure itself. And the Cistercians at 
first completely forbade "sculptures or pictures" 
in their churches or monastery workshops: "be
cause while attention is given to such things, 
the benefit of good meditation or the discipline 
of religious gravity is often neglected." They did, 
however, have "painted crosses," but which were 
"of wood." Finally, they also rejected "notable 
superfluities and curiosities in sculptures, build
ings, pavements, and other similar things, which 
deform the ancient decency of the Order and are 
not consistent with poverty," in the chapter of the 
year 1213, from the Institutes of the Cistercians, 
part one, chap. 20.
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But to leave these matters aside, great util
ity certainly followed from the following little 
book: since not only the Cluniacs, but also other 
monasteries that were separate from their soci
ety, returned to a better state by reading it, 
especially Saint-Denis under the authorship of 
Suger; and finally, following the example of the 
Cistercians, general chapters of the Black Monks, 
besides the Cluniac one, began to be convened, 
in which the amendment of the monks' vices was 
discussed. For it is established that this began 
to be done during the pontificate of Innocent II, 
and was approved by him, from the letters of the 
general chapter of the abbots of the province of 
Reims to Adrian III against the abbot of Lagny, 
reported above, col. 813.

But this is enough to illustrate the following 
Apology, which we can distinguish into two 
parts: in the first, the Cistercians are rebuked for 
disparaging the institutes of the Cluniacs; in the 
second, the superfluities of the Cluniacs are cen
sured. For this reason, the codex of Marmoutier 
calls it two letters, in which the inscription 
reads thus: "Here begins the Apologeticum of 
the lord abbot Bernard against the detractions of 
the Cistercians, to abbot William, and it divides 
the treatise into two letters." The eighty-fourth 
letter is prefixed as a short preface, by which 
name Bernard designates it in his eighty-fifth 
and eighty-eighth letters. This little work was 
first published in Rouen, together with the trea
tise On Precept and Dispensation and the books 
On Consideration, without designation of the 
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year, under this title: "Here begins the little book 
of abbot Bernard on the Concordance of the reli
gious states that existed in his time." Under the 
same title, the same book is sometimes praised 
by William the monk in his book of Flowers from 
Saint Bernard.

That you command me to undertake a work of 
this kind, by which scandal may be removed from 
the kingdom of God, I willingly accept; but how 
you wish it to be done is not yet sufficiently clear 
to me. For reading your most sweet letter sweetly, 
and rereading it more sweetly (for it pleased the 
more it was repeated), I understood indeed that 
you wish me to give satisfaction to those who 
complain of us as detractors of the Cluniac Order, 
so that it may be known that what they have 
wrongly thought of us hitherto, or wished to be 
thought, is not true. But if, after this satisfaction, 
I should wish again to criticize the superfluity of 
their food and clothing, and the other things you 
add, just as you enjoin, I will seem to contradict 
myself, and I do not see how I can do it without 
scandal. Unless, perhaps, I should say [alt. teach] 
that the Order is indeed praiseworthy, and the 
critics of the Order reprehensible, and yet that its 
superfluities are nevertheless to be reprehended. 
If you wish it this way, or perhaps see that an
other way is more expedient, command me more 
openly; and that I may be able to do what you 
wish, in the way you wish, pray more insistently. 
Know, however, that I am struck with no small 
detriment by such scribblings, because much de
votion is thereby taken from me, while the study 
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of prayer is interrupted, especially since I have 
neither the practice nor the leisure for dictating.

To the venerable father WILLIAM, brother 
BERNARD, useless servant of the brothers who 
are in Clairvaux, greetings in the Lord.

Until now, if you have commanded me to 
write anything, I have complied either unwill
ingly or not at all: not because I would neglect 
what was commanded, but lest I should presume 
to do what I did not know. But now, with a new 
cause pressing, my former diffidence is put to 
flight, and whether skillfully or unskillfully, I am 
compelled to give vent to my grief, with necessity 
itself giving me confidence. For how can I silently 
hear this complaint of yours about us, by which 
we, the most miserable of men, in rags and loin
cloths, from our caves, as he says (Heb. 11:38), 
are said to judge the world; and what is more 
intolerable than all else, that we even disparage 
your most glorious Order, impudently detract 
from the saints who live praiseworthily in it, and 
from the shadow of our own ignobility, insult the 
lights of the world? Is it so that under sheep's 
clothing, we are not indeed ravenous wolves, but 
biting fleas, or rather, consuming moths; that 
because we do not dare to do so openly, we gnaw 
away at the life of the good in secret; and emit 
not even the cry of invective, but the whisper of 
detraction? If this is so, why are we killed all the 
day long for no reason, esteemed as sheep for the 
slaughter? (Ps. 43:22). If, I say, with pharisaical 
boasting we despise other men, and (what is 
more arrogant) those better than ourselves, what 
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does it profit us, this great parsimony and harsh
ness in our food, this notable cheapness and 
distinctiveness in our clothing, this daily toil in 
manual labor, this constant exercise in fasts and 
vigils, in short, this singular and more austere 
manner of our whole life? Unless perhaps we do 
all our works that we may be seen by men. But 
Christ says: Amen I say to you, they have received 
their reward (Matt. 6:5). If in this life only we 
have hope in Christ, are we not of all men most 
miserable? (1 Cor. 15:19). Or do we not hope in 
Christ in this life only, if from the service of Christ 
we seek only temporal glory?

Wretched little man that I am, who with so 
much labor and industry strive not to be, or 
rather, not to seem, like the rest of men; yet I 
am to receive less, indeed to be more grievously 
tormented, than any other man. Was there then 
no way to be found for us, so to speak, that was in 
any way more tolerable to hell? If it was necessary 
that we should descend there, why did we not at 
least choose that broad way, which many walk, 
that leads to death, so that we might pass from 
joy, and not from sorrow, to sorrow? O how much 
happier are they for whom there is no regard 
for their death, and who have a firm footing in 
their affliction, who are not in the labor of men, 
and are not scourged with men! who, although 
sinners and condemned to perpetual torments 
for temporal joys, at least obtained abundant 
riches in the world (Ps. 72:4, 5, 12). Woe to those 
who carry the cross, not as the Savior carried 
His own, but as that Cyrenian carried another's 
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(Matt. 27:32). Woe to the harpists harping, not 
like those in the Apocalypse, on their own harps 
(Rev. 14:2), but truly, like hypocrites, on others'. 
Woe once, and woe again to the proud poor. Woe, 
I say, once, and woe again, to those who carry 
the cross of Christ, and do not follow Christ: who, 
though they participate in His passions, neglect 
to pursue humility.

For those who are of this kind are crushed 
with a double contrition, since both here they 
afflict themselves temporally for temporal glory, 
and in the future they are dragged to eternal 
punishments for their internal pride. They labor 
with Christ, but they do not reign with Christ; 
they follow Christ in His poverty, but they do not 
attain to Him in glory; they drink of the torrent in 
the way, but they will not lift up their head in the 
homeland; they mourn now, but then they will 
not be comforted. And deservedly so: for what is 
pride doing under the rags of Jesus' humility? Has 
human malice nothing with which to cloak itself, 
except that in which the infancy of the Savior was 
wrapped? And how does feigning arrogance con
fine itself within the Lord's manger, and there, 
instead of the cries of innocence, murmur the 
evil of detraction? Are not those most proud men 
of the Psalm, whose iniquity came forth from 
their fatness, much more safely covered by their 
iniquity and impiety (Ps. 72:6, 5), than we are 
hidden under another's sanctity? For who is more 
impious, the one who professes impiety, or the 
one who feigns sanctity? Is it not he who, by also 
adding a lie, doubles his impiety? And what shall 
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I say? I fear lest perhaps I too may be held suspect, 
not indeed by you, father, not by you, to whom 
I know I am known, as much as a man can be 
known to a man in this darkness; and especially 
concerning this matter, I know you are not igno
rant of what I think. But for the sake of those who 
have neither known me as you have, nor heard 
me speak as I am accustomed to speak to you on 
this matter, I write to you (what you have also 
frequently heard), so that since I cannot go to 
each one and satisfy each one, you may have from 
me that by which you may most truly persuade 
them on my behalf of what you most certainly 
know about me. For I do not fear to write for the 
eyes of all whatever I have spoken in your ear on 
this matter.

Who ever heard me disputing against that Or
der, either openly, or whispering secretly? Whom 
from that Order have I ever seen but with joy, re
ceived but with honor, addressed but with rever
ence, exhorted but with humility? I have said, and 
I say it now: Their way of life is indeed holy, hon
orable, adorned with chastity, distinguished by 
discretion, instituted by the Fathers, preordained 
by the Holy Spirit, and not moderately suited for 
the salvation of souls. Do I then condemn or de
spise that which I so praise? I remember having 
been received as a guest at some time in some 
monasteries of that same Order: may the Lord 
repay His servants for the kindness which they 
showed to me when I was ill, even beyond what 
was necessary; and for the honor with which they 
favored me, also more than I was worthy. I com
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mended myself to their prayers, I was present at 
their conferences; often I have spoken with many, 
both about the Scriptures and the salvation of 
souls, both publicly in the chapter meetings 
and privately in their rooms. Whom have I ever 
attempted, either secretly or openly, to dissuade 
from that Order, or to persuade to come to ours? 
Have I not rather held back many who wished 
to come, and turned away those who came and 
knocked? Did I not send back brother Nicholas to 
Saint-Nicholas, and to you two of your own, with 
you as my witness? But also to two certain abbots 
of the same Order, whose names I shall not betray
—you yourselves know them very well, and you 
know nonetheless with what friendly intimacy 
they are joined to me: did not our dissuasive 
counsel nevertheless meet them when they were 
desiring and already deliberating to move to an
other Order (a fact not hidden from you), and 
cause them not to desert their sees? Why then am 
I thought, or said, to condemn an Order which I 
persuade my friends to serve, to which I return its 
monks who come to us, and from which I so so
licitously request and so devoutly receive prayers 
for myself.

Or is it perhaps because I am seen to live ac
cording to another Order that I am therefore held 
suspect on this account? But by the same reason
ing, you too disparage our Order, whoever you are 
that live differently. Therefore, let the continent 
and the married be thought to condemn each 
other, because each lives in the Church according 
to their own laws. Let monks and regular clerics 
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also be said to disparage one another, because 
they are separated from each other by their 
own observances. And let us suspect that Noah, 
Daniel, and Job cannot endure one another in 
the one kingdom, to which we know for certain 
they did not arrive by one single path of justice. 
Finally, it would be necessary that either both 
Mary and Martha, or one of them, displease the 
Savior, whom both indeed strive to please with 
such a dissimilar pursuit of devotion. And by 
this reasoning, in the whole Church (which is 
certainly varied by so many and such dissimilar 
orders, like the queen who is read of in the Psalm, 
"arrayed in a variety of colors" [Psalm 44:10]), 
no peace, no concord at all will be thought to 
exist. For what secure rest, what safe state will 
be found in it, if any one man, choosing any one 
Order, either scorns others who live differently, 
or suspects that he is scorned by them, especially 
since it is impossible for one man to keep to all 
Orders, or for one Order to contain all men? I am 
not so dull as not to recognize the tunic of Joseph
—not of him who delivered Egypt, but of Him 
who saved the world, and this not from a famine 
of the body, but from the death of both soul and 
body. For it is very well known, because it is of 
many colors (*polymita*), that is, distinguished 
by a most beautiful variety; but it also appears 
dipped in blood, not indeed of a goat, which 
signifies sin, but of a lamb, which designates in
nocence, that is, His own blood, not another's. He 
is indeed that most gentle Lamb, who was silent 
not before His shearer, but before His slayer; who 

15



A P O L O G Y  TO  W I L L I A M

did no sin, but took away the sins of the world. 
And they sent men to say to Jacob: "This we have 
found; see whether it is your son's tunic or not" 
(Gen. 37:32). See also, O Lord, whether this is the 
tunic of Your beloved Son. Recognize, almighty 
Father, the many-colored tunic which You made 
for Christ Your Son, by giving some as apostles, 
some as prophets, others as evangelists, others 
as pastors and teachers, and the other things 
which You have fittingly placed in His wondrous 
adornment, for the perfecting of the saints, who 
are coming together into a perfect man, to the 
measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ 
(Eph. 4:11-13). Deign also, O God, to recognize the 
purple of the most precious blood with which it 
is sprinkled, and in that purple the pre-eminent 
and most glorious sign and token of obedience. 
"Why then," he says, "is your apparel red?" "I 
have trodden the winepress alone," he says, "and 
of the peoples there was no man with me" (Isa. 
63:2-3).

Therefore, since He was made obedient to the 
Father even to the winepress of the cross, which 
He indeed trod alone—for His own arm alone 
brought salvation to Him, according to that in 
another place, "I am alone, until I pass over" (Ps. 
140:10). Now therefore, O God, exalt Him, and 
give Him the name that is above every name, that 
at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of 
things in heaven, and things on earth, and things 
under the earth (Phil. 2:9-10). Let Him ascend on 
high, let Him lead captivity captive, let Him give 
gifts to men (Eph. 4:8). What gifts? Namely, let 
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Him leave to His spouse the Church a pledge of 
her inheritance, His own tunic: that is, a tunic 
of many colors, and the same one seamless, and 
woven from the top throughout; but of many 
colors because of the manifold distinction of the 
many Orders that are in it; seamless, however, 
on account of the indivisible unity of indissoluble 
charity. "Who," he says, "shall separate me from 
the love of Christ?" (Rom. 8:35). Hear how it is 
of many colors: "There are diversities of graces," 
he says, "but the same Spirit; and there are diver
sities of operations, but the same Lord." Then, 
having enumerated the diverse charisms, like the 
various colors of the tunic, by which it is estab
lished that it is of many colors, in order to show 
that it is also seamless and woven from the top 
throughout, he adds: "But all these things one 
and the same Spirit works, dividing to every one 
according to his will" (1 Cor. 12:11). "For charity is 
poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit who 
is given to us" (Rom. 5:5). Let it not therefore be 
divided, but let the Church obtain it whole and 
entire by right of inheritance, because of her also 
it is written: "The queen stood on thy right hand, 
in gilded clothing; surrounded with variety" (Ps. 
44:10). And so, different ones receiving different 
gifts, one in this way, another in that; whether 
Cluniacs, or Cistercians, or regular clerics, or 
even faithful laity, in short, every Order, every 
tongue, every sex, every age, every condition, in 
every place, through all time, from the first man 
to the last. For on this account it is also called a 
tunic reaching to the ankles (*talaris*), because 
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it reaches to the very end, as the prophet says, 
"There is no one who can hide himself from 
its heat" (Ps. 18:7): doubtless fitting for Him for 
whom it was made, who, as another Scripture 
bears witness, "reaches from end to end mightily, 
and disposes all things sweetly" (Wis. 8:1).

C H A P T E R  I V.

That he holds all other Orders in charity, but one by profes­

sion.

7. Let us all, therefore, run together alike into 
one tunic, and let one be made from all. From all, I 
say, one. For although she is of many and diverse 
parts, yet "my dove, my beautiful one, my perfect 
one is but one" (Song of Songs 6:8). Otherwise, 
it is neither I alone, nor you without me, nor he 
without us both; but we are all together that one, 
if only we are careful to preserve the unity of the 
Spirit in the bond of peace. Not, I say, only our 
Order (Ordo), or yours alone, belongs to that one, 
but ours and yours together: unless perhaps (God 
forbid!) by envying one another, provoking one 
another, we bite and devour one another (Gala
tians 5:15), and thus the Apostle cannot present 
us as a chaste virgin to Christ (2 Corinthians 
11:2), the one man to whom he has betrothed us. 
Nevertheless, that one says in the Song of Songs, 
"He has set in order charity in me" (Song of Songs 
2:4): so that although she is one in charity, she 
is yet divided in her ordering. What then? I am a 
Cistercian: do I therefore condemn the Cluniacs? 
God forbid! But I love them, I praise them, I 
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magnify them. "Why then," you ask, "do you not 
keep to that Order, if you praise it so?" Listen. 
Because of what the Apostle says: "Let every man 
abide in the same calling in which he was called" 
(1 Corinthians 7:20). But if you ask why I did not 
choose it from the beginning, if I knew it to be 
such? I answer: Because of what the Apostle says 
again: "All things are lawful for me, but not all 
things are expedient" (1 Corinthians 10:22). Not 
that the Order is not holy and just, but because 
I was carnal, sold under sin (Romans 7:14); and 
I felt such a sickness in my soul that a stronger 
potion was necessary for it. And different reme
dies suit different diseases, and stronger ones 
for the stronger. Suppose two men are afflicted 
with fevers, one with a quartan, the other with a 
tertian. Let the one who suffers from the quartan 
fever recommend to the one with the tertian to 
take water, pears, and all cold things, while he 
himself abstains from these and takes wine and 
other warm things, as being suitable for him. 
Who, I ask, could rightly reprehend him for this? 
If the other were to say, "Why do you not drink 
the water which you praise so highly?" would he 
not rightly answer: "I faithfully prescribe it for 
you, and healthfully withhold it from myself?"

8. Finally, it may be asked of me [or: you ask] 
why, when I praise all Orders, I do not keep to 
them all! For I praise and love all, wherever life is 
lived piously and justly in the Church. I hold to 
one in practice, the others in charity. But charity 
will bring it about (I speak confidently) that I 
am not deprived of the fruit even of those whose 
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institutes I do not follow. I will say something 
more. You, act cautiously for yourself. For it can 
happen that you have labored in vain; but that I 
should in vain love the good that you do, cannot 
happen at all. O, what great confidence there is 
in charity! One man works without loving, and 
another loves while doing no work. The former 
indeed loses his work, but the latter's charity 
never fails. And what wonder is it if, in this 
exile, while the Church is still on pilgrimage, 
there should be a certain plural unity of this 
kind, so to speak, and a single plurality: when in 
that homeland too, when she shall reign, there 
will nevertheless perhaps be some such unequal 
equality, in a way? For hence it is written: "In my 
Father's house there are many mansions" (John 
14:2). Therefore, just as there are many mansions 
in one house there, so here there are many orders 
in one Church; and as here "there are diversities 
of graces, but the same Spirit" (1 Corinthians 
12:4), so there there are distinctions of glories, 
but one house. Furthermore, unity, both here and 
there, consists in one charity; but diversity, here 
indeed in the manifold division of orders or oper
ations, there however in a certain most notable 
and also most ordered distinction of merits. Fi
nally, the Church, understanding this discordant 
concord, or concordant discord, of hers, says: "He 
hath led me upon the paths of justice, for his 
own name's sake" (Psalm 22:3). For by putting 
"paths" in the plural and "justice" in the singular, 
she has neither overlooked the diversity of oper
ations nor the unity of the operators. Foreseeing 
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also that future discrete unity in the heavens, she 
joyfully and most devoutly sings: "Your streets, O 
Jerusalem, shall be paved with pure gold, and Al
leluia shall be sung through all your lanes" (Tobit 
13:22). For when you hear of streets and lanes, un
derstand diverse crowns and glories. In the gold, 
the one metal with which that city is described as 
adorned, and in the one Alleluia, which is said to 
be sung, behold the similar beauty of dissimilar 
kinds, and the one devotion of many minds.

9. Therefore, one does not proceed by only one 
path, because the mansion to which one tends is 
not one either. But let each one see to it, by what
ever path he proceeds, that he does not depart 
from the one justice because of the diversity of 
paths: for to whichever mansion each one arrives 
by his own path, he will not be an outcast from 
the one house of the Father. Nevertheless, "as 
star differs from star in glory, so also," he says, 
"is the resurrection of the dead" (1 Corinthians 
15:41-42). For although the just will shine like the 
sun in the kingdom of their Father, yet some will 
shine more than others, according to the diver
sity of their merits. It must be known that these 
merits cannot be so easily discerned by man in 
this world as in the next, since here only the 
works are seen, whereas there nothing prevents 
the hearts from being seen as well. Indeed, with 
the Sun of justice shining everywhere, "then the 
hidden things of the heart will be made manifest" 
(1 Corinthians 4:5); and just as "there is no one 
who can hide himself from his heat" now (Psalm 
18:7), so then there will be no one who can con
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ceal himself from His splendor. And concerning 
works, indeed, judgment is often uncertain and 
for this reason perilous, since many times those 
who do more work have less justice.

C H A P T E R  V.

He attacks with a sharp pen those religious who are rivals 

and detractors of other Orders.

Wherefore I must now address certain men of 
our Order who, contrary to that sentence, "Judge 
nothing before the time, until the Lord come, 
who will both bring to light the hidden things 
of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels 
of the hearts" (1 Cor. 4:5), are said to disparage 
other Orders, and, wishing to establish their own 
righteousness alone, are not subject to the right
eousness of God. Indeed, I would more truly say 
that such men (if any of this sort exist) belong 
neither to our Order nor to any Order at all; for 
although they live in an orderly manner, yet by 
speaking proudly they make themselves citizens 
of Babylon, that is, of confusion; nay, sons of 
darkness, and of Gehenna itself, "where no order, 
but everlasting horror dwelleth" (Job 10:22). To 
you, therefore, I say, brothers, who even after 
hearing that parable of the Lord about the Phar
isee and the Publican, presuming upon your own 
righteousness [or: upon your own institute], de
spise others, you say (as it is said) that you alone 
among men are just, or holier than all; that you 
alone among monks live according to the Rule, 
while the rest are rather transgressors of the Rule.
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First, what have you to do with other men's 
servants? To their own master they stand or fall. 
Who has appointed you judges over them? Then, 
if you presume so much upon your Order, as is 
said, what kind of order is it that, before each 
one casts the beam out of his own eye, he should 
so curiously seek for motes in his brothers' eyes? 
You who glory in the Rule, why do you slander 
contrary to the Rule? Why, contrary to the Gospel, 
do you judge before the time, and contrary to the 
Apostle, do you judge another's servant? (Rom. 
14:4). Does the Rule not agree with the Gospel 
or the Apostle? Otherwise, the Rule is no longer 
a rule, because it is not right. Hear and learn 
order, you who against order disparage other 
Orders. "Hypocrite," He says, "first cast out the 
beam from your own eye, and then you will see 
clearly to cast out the mote from your brother's 
eye" (Matt. 7:3-5). Do you ask what beam? Is not 
pride a great and thick beam, by which, thinking 
yourself to be something when you are nothing, 
you most insanely exult in yourself as if you 
were sound, and most vainly, while carrying a 
beam, insult others about their motes? You say, 
"God, I thank you that I am not like other men, 
unjust, extortioners, adulterers" (Luke 18:21): go 
on, then, and say, "Slanderers." For this is not 
the least mote among the others. Why, when you 
so diligently enumerate the others, are you silent 
about this one? If you consider it as nothing or 
as very small, listen to the Apostle: "Nor will 
slanderers," he says, "possess the kingdom of 
God" (1 Cor. 6:10). Listen also to God threatening 
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in the Psalm: "I will reprove you," He says, "and 
set [your sins] before your face" (Ps. 49:21). That 
He says this to the slanderer is certain from what 
precedes. And indeed, he is justly to be turned 
back upon himself and compelled to look at him
self, who, turning his face away from himself, is 
accustomed to scrutinize the evils of others more 
curiously than his own.

"But," they say, "how do they keep the Rule, 
who are clothed in furs; who, when healthy, eat 
meat or the fat of meat; who permit three or four 
cooked dishes in one day, which the Rule forbids 
(Rule of St. Benedict, ch. 39); who do not perform 
manual labor, which it commands (Ibid., ch. 48); 
who, in short, change, add, or subtract many 
things according to their own pleasure?" Rightly 
so. These things cannot be denied. But pay atten
tion to the rule of God, with which the institution 
of Saint Benedict is by no means dissonant. "The 
kingdom of God," it says, "is within you" (Luke 
17:21), that is, not externally in clothing or bodily 
food, but in the virtues of the inner man. Whence 
the Apostle says, "The kingdom of God is not 
food and drink, but righteousness and peace and 
joy in the Holy Spirit" (Rom. 14:17); and again, 
"The kingdom of God is not in word, but in 
power" (1 Cor. 4:20). Do you therefore build up a 
slander against the brothers concerning corporal 
observances, and neglect what is greater in the 
rule, namely the spiritual institutions, swallow
ing a camel and straining out a gnat? A great 
abuse! The greatest care is taken that the body 
be clothed according to the rule, yet against the 
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rule the soul is left naked of its proper garments. 
While with such zeal both tunic and cowl are 
procured for the body, to the extent that he who 
lacks them is not considered a monk, why are 
piety and humility, which are indeed spiritual 
garments, not similarly provided for the spirit? 
Clad in tunics and proud, we abhor furs! As if 
humility wrapped in skins were not better than 
pride clad in a tunic; especially since God Himself 
made tunics of skin for the first humans (Gen. 
3:21), and John in the desert girt his loins with a 
leather belt (Matt. 3:4), and the very institutor of 
tunics clothed himself in the wilderness not with 
tunics, but with skins. Then, with our belly full 
of beans and our mind full of pride, we condemn 
those fattened on rich foods! As if it were not 
better to eat a little fat for sustenance than to 
be stuffed with windy legumes to the point of 
belching; especially since Esau was reproved not 
for meat, but for lentils (Heb. 12:16); and Adam 
was condemned for the tree, not for meat (Gen. 
3:17); and Jonathan was sentenced to death for a 
taste of honey, not of meat (1 Sam. 14:29): while 
on the contrary, Elijah ate meat without harm (1 
Kings 17:6); Abraham most graciously fed the An
gels with meat (Gen. 18:7), and God commanded 
that His own sacrifices be made from it (Exod. 
29:1). But it is also better to use a little wine on 
account of infirmity than to guzzle much water 
through greed: for Paul advised Timothy to use 
a little wine (1 Tim. 5:23); and the Lord Himself 
drank, so that He was called a wine-drinker 
(Matt. 11:19); He also gave it to the Apostles to 
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drink; and moreover, from it He instituted the 
Sacrament of His blood (Matt. 26:27): while on 
the contrary, He did not suffer water to be drunk 
at the wedding (John 2:3-9), and He terribly pun
ished the murmuring of the people at the waters 
of contradiction (Num. 20); David also feared to 
drink the water he had desired (2 Sam. 23:16); and 
those men of Gideon who, out of greed, drank 
from the river prostrate with their whole body, 
were not worthy to go into battle (Judg. 7:5-7). 
Now indeed, why do you glory in manual labor, 
when Martha, who was working, was rebuked, 
and Mary, who was at rest, was praised (Luke 
10:41-42); and Paul openly says: "Bodily labor is 
of little value, but piety is of value in every way"? 
(1 Tim. 4:8). The best labor is that of which the 
prophet said: "I have labored in my groaning" (Ps. 
6:7); and of which elsewhere, "I was mindful of 
God, and was delighted, and was exercised." And 
lest you understand this as a bodily exercise, he 
says, "And my spirit fainted" (Ps. 76:4). But where 
not the body, but the spirit is wearied, a spiritual 
labor is without doubt to be understood.

C H A P T E R  V I I .

Spiritual exercise is more fruitful than corporal.

What then, you say? Do you so advocate for 
those spiritual things that you condemn even 
these corporal ones which we have from the Rule? 
By no means; but it is right to do the former, 
and not to omit the latter. Otherwise, when 
it is necessary to omit either the latter or the 
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former, the latter are to be omitted rather than 
the former. For by as much as the spirit is better 
than the body, by so much is spiritual exercise 
more fruitful than corporal. When you, therefore, 
puffed up by the observance of these things, dis
parage others who do not observe them, do you 
not show yourself to be a greater transgressor of 
the Rule, since, while holding to certain minimal 
things, you avoid the better ones, of which Paul 
says: "Be zealous," he says, "for the better gifts"? 
(I Cor. XII, 31.) Indeed, by detracting from the 
brethren, in which you extol yourself, you lose 
humility; in which you put others down, you lose 
charity: which are without doubt the better gifts. 
You wear out your body with many and excessive 
labors, and with the rigors of the rule you mortify 
your members which are upon the earth. You 
do well. But what if he whom you judge for not 
laboring in like manner, has indeed little of this 
corporal exercise, which is useful for a little, but 
more than you of that which is profitable for all 
things, that is, piety? Which of you, I ask, keeps 
the Rule better? Is it not he who is better? But who 
is better, the more humble or the more fatigued? 
Is it not he who has learned from the Lord to be 
meek and humble of heart (Matth. XI, 29), who 
also with Mary has chosen the better part, which 
shall not be taken away from him? (Luc. X, 42.)

But if you think that the Rule must be kept 
so literally by all who have professed it that you 
would allow no dispensation whatsoever, I say 
boldly, neither you nor he keeps it. For even if 
he, as far as corporal observances are concerned, 
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offends in many things, it is nevertheless impos
sible for you not to transgress in at least one. 
But you know that he who offends in one point 
is guilty of all. If, however, you grant that some 
things can be changed by dispensation, without 
doubt both you and he keep it, although differ
ently: for you do so more strictly, but he perhaps 
more discreetly. Nor do I say this because these 
exterior things are to be neglected, or because he 
who has not exercised himself in them should for 
that reason immediately become spiritual; since 
rather the spiritual things (although better), are 
either acquired or obtained through these, or 
scarcely, or not at all, as it is written: "Not first 
that which is spiritual, but that which is animal; 
then that which is spiritual" (I Cor. XV, 46). Just 
as Jacob did not merit to obtain the desired em
braces of Rachel until he had first known Leah. 
Whence again in the psalm, "Take a psalm, and 
bring hither the timbrel" (Psal. LXXX, 3): which 
is to say, "Take up the spiritual, but first give the 
corporal." But he is best who works both these 
and those, discreetly and fittingly.

Now indeed the letter, that it might remain a 
letter, should have been ended, since I have suffi
ciently, as much as I could, rebuked with my pen 
our own men (of whom, Father, you complained 
that they were detracting from your Order); and 
I have also, as I ought, cleared myself of such 
a false suspicion. But since, while I do not spare 
our own, I seem to agree too much with some of 
yours in matters where it is not fitting, I think it 
necessary to add a few things which I know dis
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please you also, and which I do not doubt must be 
avoided by all good men: which things, although 
they seem to be done in the Order, may it be 
far from the case that they are of the Order! For 
no order admits anything inordinate; but what 
is inordinate, is not order. Whence I should be 
thought to argue not against the Order, but for 
the Order, if I reprehend not the Order in men, but 
the vices of men. And indeed I do not fear that I 
shall be troublesome in this matter to those who 
love the Order; nay rather, they will undoubtedly 
receive it gratefully if we pursue what they them
selves also hate. But if it should displease any, 
they themselves make it manifest that they do 
not love the Order, whose corruption, that is, its 
vices, they are unwilling to have condemned. To 
them, therefore, I give that response of Gregory: 
"It is better that a scandal arise, than that the 
truth be abandoned." (Homil. 7 in Ezech.)

C H A P T E R  V I I I .

He touches upon the vices of the Cluniacs, cloaked under the 

name of virtues.

It is said, and truly believed, that the holy 
fathers instituted that life; and so that more 
might be saved in it, they tempered the rigor of 
the Rule even for the weak, but they did not 
destroy the Rule. But far be it from me to believe 
that they commanded or permitted such vanities 
and superfluities as I see in most monasteries. 
For I wonder whence such great intemperance 
in eating and drinking, in clothing and bedding, 
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in horse-riding and in the construction of build
ings could have grown so strong among monks: 
to the extent that where these things are done 
more studiously, more voluptuously, and more 
lavishly, there the order is said to be better 
kept, there religion is thought to be greater. For 
behold, parsimony is considered avarice, sobriety 
is believed to be austerity, silence is reputed as 
sadness. On the contrary, laxity is called discre
tion; extravagance, liberality; talkativeness, affa
bility; loud laughter, joyfulness; softness of cloth
ing and pride of horses, decency; superfluous 
care of beds, cleanliness. And when we bestow 
these things on one another, it is called charity. 
This charity destroys charity, this discretion con
founds discretion. Such mercy is full of cruelty, 
by which, namely, the body is so served that the 
soul is strangled. For what charity is it to love the 
flesh and neglect the spirit? Or what discretion 
to give everything to the body and nothing to the 
soul? What kind of mercy, indeed, is it to refresh 
the handmaiden and kill the mistress? Let no one 
hope to obtain for this kind of mercy the mercy 
which is promised to the merciful in the Gospel, 
by the mouth of Truth saying, "Blessed are the 
merciful, for they shall obtain mercy" (Matt. 5:7): 
but rather let him most certainly expect the pun
ishment which holy Job, prophesying rather than 
wishing, imprecates upon such an, so to speak, 
impious merciful man, saying, "Let him not be 
in remembrance, but be broken in pieces like an 
unfruitful tree." He then immediately adds a very 
suitable reason for this just retribution, saying: 
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"For he has fed the barren woman that bears 
not, and has done no good to the widow" (Job 
24:20-21).

It is indeed a disordered and irrational mercy 
to be vigilant in fulfilling the desires of the ster
ile and unfruitful flesh (which, according to the 
Lord's word, "profits nothing" [John 6:64], and 
according to the Apostle, "will not possess the 
kingdom of God" [1 Cor. 15:50]), and to disregard 
the most salutary counsel of the Wise Man con
cerning the care of the soul, who admonishes and 
says: "Have pity on your own soul, pleasing God" 
(Ecclus. 30:24). It is a good mercy to have pity on 
your own soul; nor can it fail to merit mercy, by 
which it comes about that you please God. Oth
erwise, however, it is not mercy, as I have already 
said, but cruelty; it is not charity, but iniquity; not 
discretion, but confusion, to feed the barren one 
who does not bear, that is, to serve the concupis
cences of the useless flesh; and to do no good to 
the widow, that is, to give no effort to cultivating 
the virtues of the soul. For the soul, although for a 
time it is widowed of its heavenly Spouse, never
theless does not cease to conceive and bring forth 
immortal thoughts from the Holy Spirit; which, 
to be sure, can be capable of an incorruptible 
and heavenly inheritance, but only if they have a 
pious and diligent cultivator.

Nevertheless, under this abuse, these things 
are now held almost everywhere as part of the 
order, and are observed almost by all without 
complaint and as if irreprehensible; although in 
different ways. For some indeed make use of 
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all these things as though not using them; and 
therefore either with no offense, or with very 
little. For some do these things out of simplicity, 
some out of charity, some out of necessity. For 
some simply hold to these things because it is 
so commanded them, ready to act otherwise if 
it were otherwise commanded. Others, however, 
do so lest they live in discord with those with 
whom they dwell, seeking in these things not 
their own pleasure, but the peace of others. Still 
others, because they are not able to resist the 
multitude of those who contradict them, who 
indeed defend these things with a free voice as 
if for the Order; and as often as the former begin 
to restrict or change anything, as reason dictates, 
the latter immediately resist them with all their 
authority.

C H A P T E R  I X .

He compares their intemperance with the frugality of the 

ancient monks.

19. Who, in the beginning, when the monastic 
Order began, would have believed that monks 
would arrive at such great indolence? O how far 
we are from those who were monks in the days 
of Antony! Indeed, when they visited one another 
from time to time out of charity, they received the 
bread of souls from each other with such eager
ness that, completely forgetting the food of the 
body, they would often spend the whole day with 
empty stomachs, but not empty minds. And this 
was the right order, when the more worthy part 
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was served first; this was the highest discretion, 
when that which was greater took more; this, 
finally, was true charity, where souls, for whose 
love Christ died, were refreshed with such great 
solicitude. But when we come together, to use 
the words of the Apostle, it is no longer to eat the 
Lord's supper (I Cor. 11:20). For there is no one 
who seeks the heavenly bread, no one who gives 
it. Nothing is said of the Scriptures, nothing of the 
salvation of souls; but trifles, and laughter, and 
words are uttered to the wind. During the meal, 
as much as the throat is fed with dishes, so much 
are the ears fed with rumors; wholly intent on 
these, you know no measure in eating.

20. Meanwhile, however, courses are piled 
upon courses; and in place of meat alone, from 
which they abstain, huge bodies of fish are served 
in double portions. And when you have been 
sated with the first, if you touch the second, it 
will seem to you that you have not yet tasted the 
first [or: fish]. For everything is prepared with 
such care and art by the cooks that, after four 
or five courses have been devoured, the first do 
not hinder the last, nor does satiety diminish the 
appetite. Indeed, the palate, while it is seduced 
by new seasonings, gradually unlearns what is 
familiar, and is avidly renewed in its desires 
for exotic juices, as if it were still fasting. The 
stomach, indeed, while it does not know [or: is 
fed], works, but variety removes the disgust. For 
because we disdain pure foods, as nature created 
them, while some are mixed with others in many 
ways, and, spurning the natural flavors which 
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God instilled in things, the gullet is provoked by 
certain artificial tastes; the limit of necessity is in
deed passed, but delight is not yet overcome. For 
who can sufficiently say in how many ways (to 
say nothing of the rest) eggs alone are turned and 
tormented, with what zeal they are turned over, 
turned under, liquefied, hardened, minced; and 
now served fried, now roasted, now stuffed, now 
mixed, now separately? But for what purpose is 
all this, if not solely to cater to fastidiousness? 
Then, care is taken that the quality of the things 
appears such on the outside that the sight is 
no less delighted than the taste: and when the 
stomach, by frequent belching, indicates it is full, 
curiosity is nevertheless not yet sated. But while 
the eyes are enticed by colors and the palate by 
flavors, the unhappy stomach, for which colors 
do not shine nor flavors soothe, while it is forced 
to receive everything, is more overwhelmed and 
crushed than refreshed.

21. Now what shall I say about the drinking of 
water, when not even wine mixed with water is 
admitted under any circumstances? For we all, it 
seems, since we became monks, have weak stom
achs, and we rightly do not neglect the Apostle's 
so necessary counsel about using wine, though 
for some reason omitting the "a little" which he 
prefixed (I Tim. 5:23). And would that we were 
content with it alone, even when it is pure! It is 
shameful to say, but it should be more shameful 
to do; and if it is shameful to hear, it should not 
be shameful to amend. You may see in a single 
meal a half-full cup brought back three or four 
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times, so that from various wines, more smelled 
than drunk, not so much drained as touched, 
one may finally be chosen from the many, the 
one that is stronger, by shrewd tasting and quick 
recognition. And what of that custom which 
some monasteries are said to observe, namely, on 
great feasts to drink in community wines sweet
ened with honey and sprinkled with powders of 
spices? Shall we say that this too is done on 
account of a weak stomach? I, for my part, see 
it serving no other purpose than that one may 
drink either more or more delightfully. But when 
the veins have been gorged with wine, throbbing 
in the whole head, what else pleases one who 
rises thus from the table, but to sleep? But if you 
force an undigested man to rise for vigils, you will 
extort from him not a song, but rather a lament.

22. But when I get to bed, if asked, I lament 
my discomfort, not the sin of gluttony, but that 
I cannot eat. But I do not think I should keep 
silent about a ridiculous thing (if it is indeed true) 
which has been reported to me by several people, 
who said they knew it for a fact. For they say that 
healthy and strong young men are accustomed to 
leave the community and place themselves in the 
infirmary, though they are not infirm; by eating 
meat (which, by the discretion of the Rule, is 
scarcely granted even to the sick and utterly weak 
for the restoration of their strength [Rule of St. 
Benedict, ch. 31, 39]) they do not repair the ruins 
of a failing body on account of discomfort, but 
rather perfect the care of their lustful flesh in its 
desire. I ask you, what security is this, amidst the 
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flashing spears and flying darts of gnashing ene
mies on all sides, to cast away your weapons as if 
the war were already over and the adversary van
quished, and either to brood over longer meals or 
to roll naked on a soft little bed? What cowardice 
is this, O good soldiers? While your comrades are 
engaged in blood and slaughter, do you either 
love delicate foods or take morning naps? While 
others, I say, hasten night and day with watchful 
care to redeem the time, because the days are 
evil; do you, on the contrary, both consume the 
long nights in sleeping and pass the days idly in 
gossiping? Or do you say, "Peace," when there 
is no peace? Why are you not even ashamed at 
the reproach of apostolic indignation? "For you 
have not yet," he says, "resisted to the point of 
shedding blood" (Heb. 12:3). Indeed, why do you 
not now awaken at the thunder of that same very 
terrible threat? "When they shall say," he says, 
"'Peace and security'; then sudden destruction 
will come upon them, as labor pains upon a preg
nant woman, and they will not escape" (I Thess. 
5:3). It is too delicate a medicine to be bandaged 
before being wounded, to lament a limb that has 
not been struck, and to apply the hand before a 
blow has been received, to soothe with ointment 
where there is no pain, to apply a plaster where 
there is no cut.

23. Then, to distinguish between the healthy 
and the unwell, the sick are ordered to carry staffs 
in their hands, clearly necessary, so that the sup
porting staff may feign the infirmity which pallor 
in the face and thinness do not indicate. Should I 
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say such follies are to be laughed at, or lamented? 
Did Macarius live thus? Did Basil teach thus? Did 
Antony establish thus? Did the fathers in Egypt 
live thus? Finally, did Saints Odo, Majolus, Odilo, 
Hugh, whom they boast of having as princes and 
teachers of their Order, either hold to this or 
judge that it should be held? But all these, if they 
were saints, indeed because they were saints, did 
not dissent from the holy Apostle, who speaks 
thus: "Having food and clothing, with these we 
are content" (I Tim. 6:8). But for us, instead of 
sustenance we have satiety, and we do not seek 
clothing, but ornament. CHAPTER X. He pursues 
the ornamentation and luxury of their clothing.

24. For clothing, what is sought is not what 
is more useful, but what is finer; not what repels 
the cold, but what compels one to be proud; 
not, finally, according to the Rule, "what can be 
obtained more cheaply" (Rule of St. Benedict, ch. 
55), but what can be displayed more elegantly, 
or rather, more vainly. Alas, wretched monk that 
I am! Why do I still live to see our Order come 
to this—the Order which was the first in the 
Church, indeed from which the Church began; 
than which none on earth is more like the angelic 
orders, none closer to that Jerusalem which is 
in heaven, our mother, whether for the beauty 
of its chastity or for the ardor of its charity; 
whose founders were the Apostles, whose begin
ners were those whom Paul so often calls saints? 
And indeed, among them, since no one retained 
anything as his own, "distribution was made," 
as it is written, "to each as any had need": not, 
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therefore, what each could childishly delight in 
[or: wear]. Surely, where only what was needed 
was received, there without doubt nothing idle 
was admitted: how much less anything for show? 
how much less anything for pride? "What was 
needed," it says; that is, as for clothing, what 
would both cover nakedness and repel the cold. 
Do you think that there anyone sought a brown 
or grey-brown garment to wear; that for anyone 
a mule worth two hundred solidi was prepared 
for riding? Do you think, I say, that anyone's 
little bed was covered there by a cat-fur coverlet 
or a multi-colored barracan, where to each was 
distributed only as much as he had need? I do 
not think that much care was taken there for the 
price, the color, or the style of clothing, where 
there was such an indefatigable zeal for harmony 
of conduct, coherence of minds, and progress in 
virtues. "The multitude of believers," it says, "had 
one heart and one soul" (Acts 4:32, 35).

25. Where now is that practice of unanimity? 
We have been poured out externally, and con
cerning the kingdom of God which is within us, 
having abandoned true and perennial goods, we 
seek outside a vain consolation from vanities and 
false madnesses: and now we have not only lost 
the virtue of the ancient religion, but we do not 
even retain its appearance. For behold, our very 
habit (which I say with sorrow), which used to be 
a mark of humility, is worn by the monks of our 
time as a sign of pride. We can now scarcely find 
in our provinces anything we deign to be clothed 
with. The soldier and the monk divide the same 
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cloth between them for a cowl and a cloak. Any 
person from the world, however honored, even if 
he were a king or an emperor, would not shrink 
from our garments, if they were prepared and 
fitted for him in his own way.

26. "But," you say, "religion is not in the habit, 
but in the heart." Good. But when you, about 
to buy a cowl, survey the cities, go around the 
markets, run through the fairs, search the houses 
of merchants, turn over all the stock of each one, 
unfold huge piles of cloth, handle them with your 
fingers, bring them close to your eyes, hold them 
up to a ray of sunlight; whatever coarse or pale 
thing you find, you reject; but if anything pleases 
you by its purity and sheen, you immediately 
strive to keep it for yourself at any price: I ask you, 
do you do this from the heart, or simply? When, 
finally, against the Rule, you seek not what is 
cheaper, but most studiously what, because it is 
found more rarely, is bought more dearly; do you 
do this in ignorance, or deliberately? From the 
treasure of the heart, without doubt, proceeds 
whatever of vices appears outwardly. A vain heart 
imposes the mark of vanity on the body; and 
exterior superfluity is an indication of interior 
vanity. Soft garments indicate softness of soul. 
The care of the body would not be so great, had 
not the mind, uncultivated in virtues, first been 
neglected.

I wonder, however, since the Rule says that 
whatever is done amiss by the disciples is the 
master's concern (Rule of St. Benedict, ch. 2), and 
the Lord threatens through the prophet that the 
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blood of those who die in sin will be required 
from the hand of the shepherds (Ezekiel 3:18), 
how our abbots can permit such things to hap
pen; unless perhaps (if I may dare to say so) no 
one confidently rebukes in another that in which 
he does not trust himself to be irreproachable. 
Indeed, it is a universal human trait not to be 
vehemently angry with others for that in which 
one indulges oneself. I will speak, I will speak; 
I may be called presumptuous, but I will speak 
the truth. How has the light of the world been 
darkened? How has the salt of the earth lost its 
savor? They whose life ought to have been for us 
the way of life, by showing an example of pride 
in their actions, have become blind leaders of 
the blind. For what sign of humility is it (to say 
nothing of the rest) to proceed with such pomp 
and cavalry, to be surrounded by the services of 
so many long-haired men, that the retinue of one 
abbot would suffice for two bishops? I lie if I 
have not seen an abbot leading sixty horses, and 
even more, in his company. You would say, if you 
saw them passing, that they are not fathers of 
monasteries, but lords of castles; not directors of 
souls, but princes of provinces. Then, they order 
to be carried napkins, cups, basins, candelabra, 
and saddlebags stuffed not with straw bedding, 
but with bed-ornaments. Finally, a man scarcely 
departs four leagues from his own house unless 
with all his furnishings, as if he were either 
going to war or about to cross a desert where 
necessities cannot be found. Could not water be 
poured for the hands and wine be drunk from the 
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same small vessel? Could not a burning lamp give 
light, unless in your own candelabrum which you 
carry, and that one of gold or silver? Could not 
one sleep, except upon a multicolored mattress, 
or under a foreign coverlet? Could not some sin
gle servant both tie up the beast of burden, and 
serve at table, and prepare the bed? Now there
fore, for such a multitude of servants and beasts, 
why do we not, at least to mitigate the evil, carry 
our own necessities with us, so that we do not 
burden our hosts?

C H A P T E R  X I I .

He argues against the luxury and abuse in the building, 

ornamenting, and painting of temples and oratories.

28. But these are small matters: I will come 
to greater ones, which seem lesser only because 
they are more common. I pass over the im
mense heights of the oratories, their immoderate 
lengths, their superfluous widths, the costly pol
ishing, the curious paintings, which, while they 
draw the eyes of the worshipper, hinder their 
devotion, and in a way remind me of the ancient 
rite of the Jews. But let it be; let these things be 
done for the honor of God. But I, a monk, ask of 
monks what a pagan used to censure in pagans: 
"Tell me," he said, "O pontiffs, what has gold to 
do in a holy place?" (Persius, Sat. II, v. 69). But 
I say: Tell me, O poor men—for I do not heed 
the verse, but the sense—tell me, I say, you poor 
men, if indeed you are poor, what has gold to do 
in a holy place? And indeed, the case of bishops 
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is one thing, that of monks another. For we know 
that they, being debtors to the wise and to the 
unwise, stir up the devotion of a carnal people 
with corporeal ornaments, since they cannot do 
so by spiritual means. But we who have now 
come out from the people; who have left all that 
is precious and beautiful in the world for Christ's 
sake; who have esteemed all things that shine 
with beauty, that soothe with song, that smell 
sweet, that taste sweet, that please the touch—in 
short, all bodily delights—as dung, that we may 
win Christ: whose devotion, I ask, do we intend 
to arouse by these things? What fruit, I say, do we 
seek from these things? The admiration of fools, 
or the offering of the simple [alternative reading: 
the delight of the simple]? Or is it because we 
have mingled with the nations that we have 
perhaps learned their works, and still serve their 
graven images?

28. And to speak plainly, does not avarice, 
which is the service of idols, cause all this, and 
do we not seek the gift rather than the fruit? If 
you ask, how? In a marvelous way, I say. By a 
certain art, money is scattered so that it may be 
multiplied. It is spent that it may be increased, 
and effusion brings forth abundance. Indeed, by 
the very sight of these sumptuous but marvelous 
vanities, men are more incited to give offerings 
than to pray. Thus riches are drawn out by riches, 
thus money attracts money: because, I know not 
how, where more wealth is seen, there one offers 
more willingly. The eyes are feasted on relics 
covered with gold, and the purses are opened. A 
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most beautiful form of some male or female saint 
is displayed, and the more colorful it is, the holier 
it is believed to be. People run to kiss it, they 
are invited to give; and they admire the beauti
ful things more than they venerate the sacred 
ones. Then there are placed in the church jew
eled wheels, not crowns, surrounded by lamps, 
but shining no less from the inlaid stones. We 
see also, instead of candlesticks, certain trees 
erected, wrought with much weight of bronze 
and with marvelous skill of the artisan, glittering 
no more from the lights placed upon them than 
from their own gems. What, do you think, is 
sought in all these things? The compunction of 
penitents, or the admiration of onlookers? O van
ity of vanities, but no more vain than insane! The 
church gleams in its walls, and is destitute in its 
poor. She clothes her stones with gold, and leaves 
her sons naked. The eyes of the rich are served 
with the resources of the needy. The curious find 
that which delights them, and the miserable do 
not find that which sustains them. Why at least 
do we not reverence the images of the saints, 
with which the very pavement, which is trodden 
underfoot, is teeming? Often one spits in the face 
of an angel, often the face of some saint is tram
pled by the heels of passers-by. And if not for 
these sacred images, why are not even the beau
tiful colors spared? Why do you decorate what is 
soon to be defiled? Why do you paint what must 
needs be trodden upon? What worth have lovely 
forms there, where they are stained by constant 
dust? Finally, what have these things to do with 
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the poor, with monks, with spiritual men? Unless 
perhaps here too, against the aforementioned 
verse of the poet, that prophetic one might be 
answered: "Lord, I have loved the beauty of thy 
house, and the place where thy glory dwelleth" 
(Psalm 25:8). I agree: let us suffer these things 
also to be done in the church, because although 
they are harmful to the vain and the avaricious, 
they are not so to the simple and devout.

29. But in the cloisters, before the reading 
brethren, what is that ridiculous monstrosity 
doing, that certain marvelous, deformed beauty 
and beautiful deformity? What are unclean apes 
doing there? What fierce lions? What monstrous 
centaurs? What half-men? What spotted tigers? 
What fighting soldiers? What horn-blowing 
hunters? You may see many bodies under one 
head, and again, many heads on one body. Here 
is seen a serpent's tail on a quadruped, there 
a quadruped's head on a fish. There a beast pre
sents the front of a horse, while dragging the 
hind half of a goat; 540 here a horned animal 
bears the rear of a horse. In short, so many and 
so marvelous a variety of diverse forms appears 
everywhere, that one is more tempted to read in 
the marbles than in the books, and to spend the 
whole day in admiring these single things, than 
in meditating on the law of God. For God's sake! 
If one is not ashamed of the follies, why does one 
not at least regret the expense?

C H A P T E R  X I I I .
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He briefly summarizes the ways and means of fostering 

mutual charity and peace; finally, he censures unstable de­

serters.

30. The ample subject matter indeed sug
gested that many other things should be added; 
but I am pulled away both by my own quite anx
ious occupation and by your too hasty departure, 
brother Oger, as you evidently do not consent to 
stay longer, nor yet do you wish to leave without 
a new little work. And so I do what you wish, 
and I let you go, and I shorten my discourse: espe
cially since a few things in peace are more useful 
than many with scandal! And would that I have 
written these few things without scandal. For 
indeed, by censuring vices, I know that I offend 
the vicious. It can happen, however, God willing, 
that I will rather please some whom I fear I have 
exasperated, but only if they cease to be vicious: 
that is, if the more strict cease to be detractors, 
and the more lax cut off their superfluities; if each 
one so holds to the good that he has, that he does 
not judge another who holds to something else; 
if he who has already received the grace to be 
good does not envy those who are better, and he 
who seems to himself to be doing better does not 
spurn the good of another; if those who can live 
more strictly neither spurn nor envy those who 
cannot, and if those who cannot so admire those 
who can, that they do not rashly imitate them. 
For just as it is not permitted for those who have 
perhaps vowed something greater to descend to 
that which is less, lest they become apostates, so 
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it is not expedient for all to pass from lesser goods 
to greater ones, lest they fall headlong.

31. For I know that some from other congrega
tions and institutions have flown to our Order, 
knocked, and entered; who, in so doing, both 
left scandals for their own communities and 
nonetheless brought them to us, since they dis
turbed us by their wretched conduct as much 
as they disturbed the others by their rash depar
ture. And since they proudly spurned what they 
held and rashly presumed what they were not 
capable of, God at last, by a fitting outcome, re
vealed their worthlessness: for they impudently 
deserted what they had imprudently seized, and 
shamefully returned to that which they had 
lightly deserted. For since they sought our clois
ters more out of impatience with their own Order 
than from a desire for ours, they show what they 
are, while, flying from you to us and from us to 
you with unstable levity, they cause scandal to us, 
to you, and to all good people. Although, there
fore, we have known some of them who began 
bravely with God as their author and persevere 
more bravely with Him as their protector, it is 
nevertheless safer that we persevere in the good 
we have begun than that we begin something in 
which we may not persevere; and let us all alike 
strive for this, that, according to the Apostle's 
counsel, *all that we do be done in charity* (1 Cor 
16:14). This is our opinion concerning our Order 
and yours; that I am accustomed to say these 
things to our people and to yours, and to say 
them not about you but to you, no one will be a 
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better witness for me than you, and anyone who 
knows me as you do. The things that are praise
worthy among you, I praise and proclaim; if there 
are things to be censured, I am accustomed to 
urge upon you and my other friends that they be 
corrected. This is not detraction, but attraction. 
That this may always be done for us by you, I 
altogether pray and beseech. Farewell.
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