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St Bernard Of Clairvaux Biography

Introduction: The Voice of
Twelfth-Century
Christendom

In the annals of medieval history, few
figures  shine  as  brightly  or  as
complexly as Bernard of Clairvaux. A
monk,  a  mystic,  a  preacher,  and  a
s ta tesman,  h i s  l i f e  s to ry  i s  a
remarkable  tapestry  woven  from
threads  of  spir i tual  devot ion,
theological  controversy,  and  political
influence. This St Bernard of Clairvaux
biography  explores  the  journey  of  a
man who, despite his frail health and
deep desire for solitude, became one
of the most powerful  and persuasive
voices in the Western Church. From his
noble birth in Burgundy to his death as
a  revered  abbot,  Bernard's  legacy
shaped  monasticism,  crusading
ideology,  and  the  very  structure  of
medieval  Christianity.  To  understand
the  12th  century  is  to  understand
Bernard, and to read his biography is
to step into a world where faith and
power were inseparable.

Early Life and the Call to
Monasticism

Bernard was born in 1090 at the castle
of  Fontaines-lès-Dijon  in  Burgundy,
France.  His  father,  Tescelin,  was  a
knight  of  minor  nobility,  and  his
mother,  Aleth  of  Montbard,  was  a
deeply  pious woman who instilled in
her children a strong sense of Christian

devotion.  She  prayed  over  him  and
taught  him  the  Scriptures.  She  died
when Bernard was still a teenager, an
event  that  profoundly  shaped  his
spiritual  trajectory.

As  a  young  man,  Bernard  was
educated by the canons of Saint-Vorles
at  Châtillon-sur-Seine.  He excelled in
literature and rhetoric, but the world of
courtly life and military ambition held
litt le  appeal  for  him.  He  felt  an
unmistakable pull  toward the ascetic
life. The turning point came when he
decided  to  enter  the  monastery  of
Cîteaux,  a  fledgling  community  of
reformed Benedictines  known as  the
Cistercians.  Their  rule  was  strict,
emphasizing  silence,  manual  labor,
and  poverty.  Bernard  did  not  enter
alone. He persuaded his brothers, his
uncle, and many of his friends to join
him—a  testament  to  his  charismatic
persuasion  even  in  his  youth.  This
mass recruitment added thirty men to
the tiny community at Cîteaux, giving
the  order  the  boost  it  needed  to
survive and thrive.

Founding of Clairvaux and
Life as Abbot

Just three years after entering Cîteaux,
Bernard  was  sent  with  a  group  of
twe lve  monks  to  found  a  new
monastery in the valley of  the Aube
R i v e r .  T h e y  n a m e d  i t
Clairvaux—"Valley  of  Light."  Bernard,
despite his youth (he was only 24 or
25),  became  its  abbot.  Under  his



guidance, Clairvaux became a model
of Cistercian discipline and spirituality.
The monks lived in extreme austerity:
a diet of coarse bread, vegetables, and
water; sleeping on straw pallets; and
spending most of  the day in prayer,
reading,  and  manual  labor.  Bernard
himself  suffered  chronic  gastritis  and
severe  headaches  due  to  the  harsh
regime, yet he never softened the rule
for himself.

It was at Clairvaux that Bernard began
writing  his  most  famous  theological
and  devotional  works.  These  include
On Loving God, The Steps of Humility
and Pride, and his series of sermons on
the Song of Songs. His writing style is
passionate,  poetic,  and  deeply
personal. He emphasized the union of
the soul with God through love, using
bridal imagery drawn from the Song of
Songs.  This  mystical  theology  would
influence  countless  later  spiritual
writers,  including  the  Victorines,  the
Franciscan school, and even Protestant
reformers.

The Cistercian Expansion and
Bernard's Influence

Bernard's  reputation  as  a  holy  man
and a gifted preacher spread rapidly.
He  was  frequently  called  upon  to
mediate  disputes  among  nobles,  to
preach against heresy, and to advise
popes. By the time of his death, the
Cistercian  order  had  grown  from  a
single  abbey  to  over  160  houses
across Europe, many of them founded
directly  or  indirectly  from  Clairvaux.
Bernard's authority was not based on
any  official  office—he  was  never  a
bishop, cardinal,  or pope—but on his
personal  holiness  and  his  ability  to
articulate  the  Christian  faith  with

compelling  clarity.

Bernard and the Papal
Schism (1130-1138)

One of the defining moments in this St
Bernard of Clairvaux biography is his
role  in  ending  the  papal  schism  of
1130. After the death of Pope Honorius
II,  two  rival  popes  were  elected:
Innocent II  and Anacletus II.  Most  of
Europe was confused about whom to
support.  Bernard  threw his  immense
influence behind Innocent II,  whom he
considered  the  legitimate  pope.  He
wrote letters, preached sermons, and
traveled  to  meet  with  kings  and
bishops. His most famous intervention
was at the Council of Étampes in 1130,
where he persuaded King Louis VI of
France to recognize Innocent. Then he
traveled to Germany and Italy, winning
over Emperor Lothair III and eventually
the  influential  city  of  Pisa.  By  1138,
Anacletus died, and the schism ended.
Bernard  had  proven  that  a  monk
without  an  army  could  change  the
course of church history through sheer
personal conviction.

The Preaching of the
Second Crusade

No  account  of  Bernard's  l i fe  is
complete without mentioning his role
in the Second Crusade (1147-1149). In
1145, the Crusader state of Edessa fell
to  the  Muslim forces  of  Zengi.  Pope
Eugenius  I I I ,  a  former  monk  of
Clairvaux, asked Bernard to preach a
new crusade.  Bernard  saw  it  as  his
duty to rally Christendom. He traveled
across France and Germany, preaching
with such fervor that crowds wept and
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clamored to take the cross. At Vézelay,
in 1146, his sermon was so powerful
that the cloth cross he carried was torn
to pieces as people rushed to enroll.
He even convinced the German king
Conrad  III  to  join,  despite  initial
reluctance.

The crusade itself  ended in  disaster,
with the army decimated in Anatolia
and  a  failed  siege  of  Damascus.
Bernard was devastated. He wrote an
apologetic treatise, De Consideratione,
addressing the pope and reflecting on
the  mystery  of  d iv ine  wi l l .  He
acknowledged human failure but never
lost  his  conviction  that  the  crusade
had  been  a  righteous  cause.  This
episode remains controversial  among
histor ians,  but  i t  underscores
Bernard's immense charisma and his
willingness to act on what he believed
was God's call.

Writings and Theology

Bernard's  literary  output  is  vast  and
varied.  His  most  influential  work  is
perhaps  the  series  of  eighty-six
sermons on the Song of Songs, which
he composed over  the  last  eighteen
years  of  his  life.  These sermons are
not  simple  verse-by-verse  exegesis;
they are meditative explorations of the
soul's longing for God, using the love
story of Solomon and the Shulammite
as  an  allegory  for  Christ  and  the
Church. Bernard's theology is centered
on love: love of God for humanity, and
humanity's response in love. He taught
that the highest stage of the spiritual
life  is  the "ecstatic  union" with God,
but he always grounded this mysticism
in  humility  and  obedience  to  the
Church.

His  other  major  works  include  De
Diligendo Deo (On Loving God), where
he outlines four degrees of love: loving
oneself for one's own sake, loving God
for  one's  own  benefit,  loving  God  for
God's  sake,  and  finally  loving  oneself
for God's sake. He also wrote Apologia
ad Guillelmum, a sharp critique of the
excesses  of  Cluniac  monasticism,
defending the Cistercian commitment
to simplicity. And he composed many
letters—over 500 survive—that reveal
his pastoral care, his political acumen,
and  his  fierce  opposition  to  heresy,
particularly  the  teachings  of  Peter
Abelard,  whom  Bernard  helped
condemn  at  the  Council  of  Sens  in
1141.

Conflict with Abelard and the
Nature of Faith

The  conflict  between  Bernard  and  the
brilliant  philosopher  Peter  Abelard  is
often  seen  as  a  c lash  between
mysticism  and  rationalism.  Abelard
applied logic to theology, questioning
traditional  understandings  of  the
Trinity  and  the  Atonement.  Bernard
saw this as dangerous overreach. He
be l i eved  fa i th  mus t  p recede
understanding,  and  that  reason
without  humility  leads  to  pride  and
error. At the Council of Sens, Bernard
confronted  Abelard  and  secured  his
condemnation. While modern thinkers
often  sympathize  with  Abelard's
intellectual  freedom,  Bernard's
p o s i t i o n  w a s  n o t  m e r e  a n t i -
intellectualism.  He  believed  that  the
deepest  truths  of  Christianity  are
accessible  not  through  dialectic  but
through prayer and lived experience.
This tension between faith and reason
remains relevant today.



Later Years and Death

Bernard's  final  years  were  marked  by
growing  physical  weakness  and  a
deepening  sense  of  humility.  He
continued  to  write,  counsel,  and
preach,  but  he  a lso  w i thdrew
increasingly  to  the  sol i tude  of
Clairvaux. In 1153, he died at the age
of  sixty-three,  surrounded  by  his
monks. His last words were reportedly,
"I  have  loved  justice  and  hated
iniquity,  therefore I  die  in  exile."  He
was canonized just 21 years later by
Pope  A lexander  I I I  i n  1174,  a
remarkably  swift  process  that  testifies
to his widespread veneration. Later, in
1830,  Pope Pius  VIII  declared  him a
Doctor of the Church, an honor given
to  saints  whose  theological  writings
are considered authoritative.

Legacy and Significance

The legacy of Bernard of Clairvaux is
mul t i faceted.  In  the  rea lm  of
spirituality, he is a supreme guide to
the  contemplative  life,  emphasizing
the primacy of love over knowledge. In
the realm of church history, he was a
kingmaker and a crisis manager. In the
realm of monasticism, he transformed
the  Cistercian  order  into  a  vast
network of spiritual powerhouses. Yet
his legacy also includes the shadow of
the Second Crusade's failure and his
role in suppressing theological dissent.
Modern  readers  often  wrestle  with
these  contradictions.  But  to  judge
Bernard  solely  by  contemporary
standards would be anachronistic. He

was  a  man of  his  age,  driven  by  a
passionate  desire  to  see  God's  will
done on earth as it is in heaven.
Today, hundreds of churches, schools,
and brewpubs bear his name (he is the
patron saint of brewers, among other
things).  His  writings  continue  to  be
read  by  monks,  laypeople,  and
s c h o l a r s .  T h e  V a l l e y  o f
Light—Clairvaux—remains  a  place  of
pi lgr image.  This  St  Bernard  of
Clairvaux  biography  shows  not  a
perfect saint, but a profoundly human
one: a man who struggled with illness,
who  spoke  with  fire,  who  wept  when
his crusade failed, and who, above all,
loved God with an intensity that still
moves readers eight centuries later.

Conclusion

In the end, Bernard of Clairvaux stands
as  a  towering  figure  of  the  medieval
Church. His biography is a story of how
a  frail  monk  with  a  burning  heart
shaped  the  politics,  theology,  and
spiritual life of Europe. From his early
recruitment of companions at Cîteaux
to  his  dramatic  preaching  of  the
crusade, from his mystical sermons to
his defense of papal authority, Bernard
exemplifies  the  power  of  a  life  fully
surrendered to a transcendent cause.
W h e t h e r  o n e  a d m i r e s  h i s
achievements  or  questions  his
methods,  his  influence  is  undeniable.
This exploration of the St Bernard of
Clairvaux  biography  reveals  a  man
whose voice still  echoes through the
centuries,  calling  believers  to  a
deeper, more passionate love for God.


