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Saint Bernard of Clairvaux was born in 1090 and died in 1153, in France. He was declared a Doctor of the Church in 1830 by Pope Pius VIII. Eight hundred years after Bernard’s death, Pope Pope Pius XII declared him the last of the Doctors of the Church.

Bernard lived a dual life, that of a monk forever seeking a calm union with God and that of a man of action who accomplished much in the name Faith. Neither king, nor prince, pope nor minister, he was, in a way, more than all of this (Oldenbourg, p. 28, transl. by us). Some recognized him healing miracles.
 He was declared a saint by Pope Alexander III on January 18 1174, so just over twenty years after his death. 

Living until the age of 63, which was old for his time, Saint Bernard had remained a monk for 40 years, entering his order at the age of 23. What he accomplished in those forty years is astounding, even by today’s standards. 

In our essay, we will briefly address his relationship to the Gospel, some challenges he faced during his life time, the model of faith he offered to the world and some lasting contributions he made to the life of our Church today.  But before, let us look at the life of the Church in the times of Bernard de Clairvaux.
Into the fourth age of the Church

The Roman Catholic Church of the turn of the first century was entering it’s Fourth Age
 as a sort of coming of age for Europe, whereby many changes occurred, in a multiplicity of areas. Around Bernard’s times, of notable importance, there has been the East-West schism (1054), eight crusades (1096-1270) and the birth and reform of four new religious orders (Carthusian 1084, Cistercian 1097 – in which Bernard played a major role, Dominican and Franciscans 1216), the development of the inquisition (the first known case of a trial for heresy being held in 1022) and the growth of Scholasticism. It is also worth noting how Middle Age France, after Byzantium and Italy, was called to play an increasing role in the development of the Roman Catholic Church.
These are extremely large strokes but they nonetheless give us a sense of the decentralizing forces that were at play around the life of Saint Bernard. We’ll come back on the reformation of the Cistercian order and the Crusades later in the text as Bernard played a key role in these Fourth Age changes. For the moment, let us look more closely at Saint Bernard’s intimate relationship with the Gospel.
Bernard and his relationship to the Gospel

A complex personality, Bernard was a mystic as well as a preacher and a writer. It is hard to summarize in this short an essay his relationship to the Gospel as he lived his life in and for the Gospel, devoting forty years to founding and managing religious orders and abbeys in the name of Christ, teaching to disciples, preaching the Gospels to the world, partake and arbiter in theological disputes and offering spiritual guidance to Princes and Popes.
Trying to follow a conceptual through line amongst this monumental contribution to the diffusion of the Gospel, we will make ours the suggestion of an expert. Thomas Merton, another Catholic mystic and writer, though living eight hundred years apart from Saint Bernard, writing about Bernard’s homilies (we have access to about two hundred and fifty), sums it up this way: “The peculiar importance of all the sermons is in fact due to the way Saint Bernard uses them to penetrate and manifest this central fact of Christianity: the mystery of God’s love revealed to men in the incarnation of His Son and in their redemption.” 

Another theme in Saint Bernard’s life is love itself. He loved his family dearly, before and after entering the monastery. He loved them so much, in fact needed them so much, that he convinced members of his family, brothers, father, nephew, sister in law, and some friends, even some married ones, to follow him in taking the monastic vows.
 Some of his heaviest feelings came to him after his favorite nephew Robert left his Monastery for another.
But his love was by no means a selfish one. Fulfilling commissioned works, which he never refused, thus abiding to his vows of obedience, he composed one major work entitled On loving God, commissioned by a Cardinal Deacon. Summing up the central theme in the first lines of this treatise, Bernard, addressing the Deacon, plainly writes: “You want me to tell you why God is to be loved and how much. I answer, the reason for loving God is God Himself ; and the measure of love due to Him is immeasurable love. Is this plain?” 
 He goes on to define the perfection of the path of love into four degrees. The first one is the love of one self. The second one is the love of God, for one’s own sake. Thirdly, is the love of God, as God. Finally, Bernard writes of the rare and supreme love of man himself, solely for God’s sake, and becoming one spirit with God. Saint Bernard thus wanted to take all of humanity with him on the journey towards God.
Love is central to Jesus Christ’s message and Saint Bernard, in his ties to his family, his sermons and his commissioned work, has shown how close he wanted to get to this spiritual centre, and we will see how much he wanted to defend it as well. But did his life reflect love back to him? What could possibly be the costs of having such intense loving feelings towards humanity and God?

Challenges he faced during his life time

Drawn towards ascetism, his first challenges arose in the form of self-imposed mortifications. The Cistercian order he chose, and the monastery he entered, were already highly recognized for their harsh conditions
. This was not enough for Bernard. He would go on days without eating and sleeping. He spent his first year of the monastery in these kinds of dire conditions. He came close to dying of illnesses again in 1118 and in 1123.

Spiritually, Saint Bernard once had to engage in a public dispute with a theologian of high repute. Pierre Abélard was a Scholastic sensation coming from Paris and some of the theological concepts he was broadcasting were going against the Roman Church’s traditions and beliefs. Saint Bernard could not tolerate this situation, and despite that he formed a friendship with Abélard once the theological jousting ended, he had to intervene.
 Saint Bernard had love even for his adversary but his love for the truth of God prevailed.

Thus, Saint Bernard was repeatedly given, and giving himself, the mandate to defend the Roman Catholic faith against different types of challenges and heresies. From the beginning, he criticized his fellow monks living in Cluny, in the biggest Cistercian monastery of the time, for being too preoccupied by having a lavish lifestyle.

In 1145, he was sent into Languedoc to steer the heretic Cathares back in the right direction, where he succeeded in doing so, at least for a few years ; between 1130 and 1138 he traveled with Pope Innocent ll, thereby supporting the latter’s claim to papacy, trying to win him support from the Princes, against Anacletus II, the anti-Pope. Saint Bernard also won this battle, despite his desires to return and remain at his monastery. Finally, Saint Bernard was invited to cheer the troupes, literally, when the Second Crusade to liberate Jerusalem was on it’s way. In 1148, Saint Bernard had to accept the public blame of many for the crushing defeat that the Second Crusade turned out to be.

The model of faith he offered to the world 
So intense was his desire to restore and instill the Catholic faith in the world, Saint Bernard inaugurated the Order of the Knights Templars to take his monastic vision all the way to Jerusalem. How paradoxical when we think back of his vision of Love as being central to his understanding of theology.
Unfortunately, we can’t deny that the fervor around the concept of Holy War that the Crusades disseminated share some similitudes with a certain Muslim Jihad, with all the terror that it can provoke, even to this day. Luckily for us, the model of faith that Saint Bernard offered the world did not limit itself to armed combat.
As we have seen earlier, this Doctor of Holy Love
 was principally concerned, taking his life as a whole, with the mystical union with God, and not with the killing of infidels. In fact, it is said that his contemplation of the mystery of God was so deep that he often lost touch with his material surroundings (sense of taste, of touch, of sight)
. In this way, it is easier to understand how our idealistic and charismatic Saint could have overlooked political and other materialistic implications of sending unprepared troupes thousands of kilometers away. 
His model of faith comes to us through a lifetime of evangelization, a lifetime of prayer, a direct theology (spoken, written and debated), contemplation, obedience, chastity, poverty,  a quest for freedom in God and a search for communion with God. 

Some lasting contributions he made to the life of our Church today

Granted, Saint Bernard does not have the attractiveness of a Saint Francis or a Thérèse de Lisieux. At the other hand of the complexity spectrum, he does not sit well with Saint Augustine or Thomas Aquinas either. Saint Bernard might sit somewhere in the middle of these two opposite groups, where contemplation meets action, or where contemplation drives action. 

It is said that his reform of the Cistercian order, began only a few years after his entrance to the monastery, led to the creation of seventy abbeys in his lifetime and hundreds of other abbeys in line with the ones he personally founded.

From a more worldly perspective, we can bring back his contribution to the safeguard of the lineage of the papacy when he came to the defense of Innocent II. Also, let’s not minimize the importance of the dispute he had with Pierre Abélard. Abélard was a smart, articulate and attractive theologian who’s theology was gaining grounds on Rome. Abélard’s character is still remembered for his heresy on the Trinity and how he interpreted Jesus’s life and death as a mere moral lesson for human kind. Opposing this doctrine, Saint Bernard’s defense of the divine miracles that are the incarnation and resurrection are a clear reflection of Catholic teachings still shared today by billions of people around the globe. Saint Bernard thus played a key role in protecting our traditional beliefs.
Saint Bernard lead a paradoxical life, between his need for solitude and his needs to be surrounded by his peers, between contemplation and direct action. Wherever we look, we see how the Holy Spirit gave Bernard’s intellect and faith some wings. To conclude, let us consider Thomas Merton’ take on sanctity.
[…] sanctity is supernatural life. The saints not only have life, but they give it. […] The men of Bernard’s time had no doubt of what they were getting from him. He cast fire on the earth wherever he went. […] God worked in him, and worked such wonders that men knew it was God they had seen at work, not man.
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