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ST. BERNARD OF CLAIRVAUX



 Was born of an aristocratic family near Dijon, France, in 1090. 

 As a young man he determined that he wanted to become a monk.

 He convinced many of his relatives and friends to join him. 

 At the age of twenty-two (1112), he and about thirty of  his friends and relatives entered the monastery of Citeaux and became 

Cistercian monks (the Cistercians are a reformed branch of the Benedictines, of  which the Trappists also are a branch). 

 In 1115, at the age of twenty-five, he founded one of the original four “daughter” monasteries of Citeaux at Clairvaux. Studying on 

his own, with no formal theological training except a good classical education (he and Augustine are considered to be the two great 

masters of Christian Latin).

 In the mid of 1120s Bernard began to write some of the most influential works of spiritual theology in history of the Church. His 

writings, like many of Augustine’s, are overflowing with references to Scripture. He lived, breathed, and communicated the Word 

of  God. His most known work is his commentary on the Song of Songs (86 sermons over a period of 18 years). 



• Besides writing and governing his own monastery and founding others, he was also 

asked by the popes, one of whom was formerly one of his monks, to work on various 

projects for the good of the Church. He traveled a great deal in his service to the 

papacy, and wrote numerous letters of spiritual advice and counsel to ordinary people 

as well as to leaders of the church and state. 

• He was one of the most influential men of his age. 

• He died in 1153 at the age of sixty-three.

• In the threefold of recognition by the Church of sanctity through canonization, 

Bernard’s father is “venerable” and his mother and five of his siblings are “blessed.” 



REACHING A CERTAIN STABILITY IN SPIRITUAL LIFE



THE THREE STAGES

Three stages each person moves through, by God’s grace, on his or her road to 

sainthood: 

The Purgative Way

The Illuminative Way

The Unitive Way



STEREOTYPICAL OF “GOOD CATHOLIC”

When we are about the enter the beginning of illuminative stage, our lives bear a marked resemblance to 

the stereotypical image of the “good Catholic.” 

- Go to Mass on Sundays and Holy Day of Obligation

- Go to Confession regularly

- Practice virtues in personal and professional lives 

- Obedient to the Church teaching, especially in faith and moral

- Pray regularly 

- Read the Bible regularly

- Fast and abstain on the days appointed

- Give generously (time, treasure, talent) 

- Not consumed by the things of the world. 





THEN WHAT?

Often times, though, our progress comes to a halt there, usually because of 

LACK OF KNOWLEDGE or LACK OF DESIRE.



LACK OF KNOWLEDGE

In order to become holy – truly holy – two kinds of knowledge are necessary: 

- Knowledge of self: involves an understanding of both the dignity and beauty of man and the ugliness of 

sin. 

- Knowledge of God: requires a recognition of His incredible love and mercy. 

Together, those two types of knowledge enable us to move forwards towards God, hopeful and unafraid. 

Knowledge of self  + Knowledge of God = move towards God with hope and courage



SELF-KNOWLEDGE

Self-knowledge involves:

- Knowledge of the great dignity and beauty of the human soul in 

its exalted destiny  - in other words we see who we are now and 

what we could become in the future (our potential)

- Profound understanding of the wounds and darkness that sin 

inflicts on it. 



IF ONLY WE KNEW - ST.  TERESA ‘S TAKE ON MORTAL SIN 

St. Teresa compares the soul to a beautiful crystal castle that is brilliantly illuminated 

by the Lord who dwells within it.  She then tells of horrible it is to see sin darken the 

soul and make it ugly. 



Mortal sin: there’s no darker darkness nor anything most obscure and black…. I know a 

person to whom our Lord wanted to show what a soul in mortal sin was like. That 

person says that in her opinion if this were understood it would be impossible to sin, 

even though a soul would have to undergo the greatest trials imaginable in order to flee 

the occasions. So, the Lord gave her a strong desire that all might understand this…. O 

souls redeemed by the blood of Jesus Christ! Understand and take pity on yourself! How 

is it possible that in realizing these things you don’t strive to remove the pitch from this 

crystal? See that if  your life comes to an end you will never again enjoy this light…. 

There is nothing, while we are living, that deserves this name “evil,” except mortal sin, 

for such sin carries in its wake everlasting evils. 



INEFFECTIVE

Yet, self-knowledge can never have a completely good effect (ineffective) unless it’s 

experienced in relationship with knowledge of God. Perceiving the ugliness and 

selfishness of the soul marred by sin and the effect of sin can produce scrupulosity or 

despair if  the mercy and goodness of God is not seen in close proximity. 



St. Bernard describes well the despair that can result from a partial knowledge of self, aware only areas of sin, 

isolated from knowledge of God:

“If [someone] does not know how good God is, how kind and gentle, how willing to 

pardon, will not his sensually-inspired reason argue with him and say: “What are you 

doing? Do you want to lose this life and the next? Your sins are too grave and too many; 

nothing that you do even to stripping the skin from your flesh, can make satisfaction 

for them. Your constitution is delicate, you have lived softly, a lifetime’s habits are not 

easily conquered.” 

THE DESPAIR



THE GREATEST EVIL OF ALL

Such painful awareness of one’s sin easily tempts one to despair, discouragement, and 

deep “depression”; thinking reform is hopeless, one may “surrender irrevocably to the 

world.” St. Bernard calls this despair the greatest evil of  all, insists that God’s mercy is 

always available whenever a sinner turns to Him.

“My opinion is that all those who lack knowledge of God are those who refuse to 

turn to Him.”

Self-knowledge and knowledge of God is very important because it produces 

humility, the foundational virtue to making progress in the spiritual life.



St. Catherine of Siena insists on the integration of self-knowledge and knowledge of God. Catherine reports what she 

senses the Father showing her:

 “Now I don’t want her [the soul] to think about her sins individually, lest her mind be contaminated by the 

memory of specific ugly sins. I mean that I do not want her to, nor should she, think about her sins either in 

general or specifically without calling to mind the blood and the greatness of my mercy. Otherwise, she will only 

be confounded. For if  self-knowledge and the thought of sin are not seasoned with remembrance of the blood 

and hope for mercy, the result is bound to confusion.”

 The Father points out to Catherine how the devil will take advantage of self-knowledge and awareness of our 

sinfulness to drive us to despair and discouragement and lead us to give up the journey, unless we immediately 

turn to the Lord and remember the power of His blood and the depth of His mercy. The Father then advises souls 

to season self-knowledge with knowledge of the Father, and knowledge of the Father with self-knowledge. 



LACK OF DESIRE

 Desire for holiness, desire for God, is also a prerequisite for achieving spiritual union. It’s never enough to simply know 

progress in holiness is possible. We also must want it with all our hearts. We can’t, however, produce that desire on our own

(a birthday present from a child for his/her dad). True desire is a gift of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit draws us towards

God, transforms our minds and wills, and increases our knowledge and love of God. 

 “Have great confidence, for it is necessary not to hold back one’s desires, but to believe in God that if we try, we shall 

little by little, even though it may not be soon, reach the state of the saints did with His help” (St. Teresa of Avila).

 “If you would make progress, then you must be thirsty, because only those who are thirsty are called: “Let anyone who 

is thirsty come to me and drink.” Those who are not thirsty will never persevere in their journey. Either weariness or 

pleasure will make them stop” (St. Catherine of Siena).



ST. AUGUSTINE’S FAMOUS WORDS

“You stir man to take pleasure in praising you, because 

you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless 

until it rests in you.”



FROM THE PSALMS

The whole Bible is full of expression of desire for God. The Psalms in particular give voice to our profound need for God.

My soul longs, yea, faints,

for the courts of the Lord.

my heart and flesh sing for joy

to God, the living God. (Ps. 84:2)

O God, you are my God, I seek you;

my soul thirsts for you;

my flesh faints for you,

as in a dry and weary land where there is no water….

Because your steadfast love is better than life…

My soul clings to you…. (Ps. 63:1-3, 8)



IT CAN BE FRUSTRATING

St. Bernard offers insightful commentary how sometimes the experience of the Lord’s 

“delay” or “absence” can be frustrating:

“Oh little while, little while! How long a little while! Dear Lord, you say it is for a little 

while that we do not see you. The word of my Lord may not be doubted, but it is a long 

while, far too long.  Yet both are true; it is a little while compared to what we deserve, 

but a long while to what we desire. You have each meaning expressed by the prophet 

Habakuk: “If he delays, wait for Him, for He will come, and will not delay” (Hab. 2:3). 

How is it that he will not delay if he does delay, unless it is that he comes sooner than 

we deserve but not as soon as we desire.”



The alternating experience of both the presence and absence of God is intended to increase our desire for 

God.

St. Bernard also gives witness to the way that desire for God never ends and is present at the end of the 

spiritual journey as well as at its beginning.

The Psalmist says: “Seek His face always” (Ps.104:4). Nor, I think, will a soul cease to seek Him even 

when it has found Him. It is not with steps of the feet that God is sought but with the heart’s desire; 

and when the soul happily finds Him its desire is not quench but kindled. It is like oil poured upon the 

flames. Joy will be fulfilled, but there will be no end to desire, and therefore no end to the search. 

Think, if you can, of this eagerness to see God as not caused by His absence, for He is always present; 

and think of the desire for God as without fear of failure, for grace is abundantly present.



WHEN THERE’S NO DESIRE

 But how about if  we don’t have a strong desire for God? What if  we only half-

heartedly desire to make progress on the path to full union with God?

 The Scripture and the teaching of the saints makes clear that when we lack 

something essential for the spiritual journey – such as a strong desire for God – then 

we are to ask for it, and it will be given. Not all at once necessarily, but gradually, over 

time, as we persevere in asking.



ASK AND YOU SHALL RECEIVE

 St. Teresa of Avila frequently makes a strong statement that we can’t expect to make progress without 

courage, or strong determination, or great desire – and then acknowledges that if  we lack these essential 

qualities, we should ask God for them and He will give them. 

“Draw me after you, let us make haste” (Song 1:4)

 St. Bernard comments:

“She who asks to be drawn will be drawn; she would not have asked if  she possessed the power to follow 

her loved one of her own free will…. For no matter how great the perfection to which one attains, as long as 

one is burdened with this mortal body, as long as one is confined in the prison of this evil world, cramped by 

necessities and tormented by sinful urges, the contemplation of sublime truths can be achieved only little by 

little and in weariness of spirit; one is certainly not free to follow the bridegroom wherever he goes.”



All of us need to pray for an increase in our desire for God, asking the Father to draw 

us to Him by wounding us with love and purifying desire through affliction. But we 

also need to be comforted and encouraged that even to be concerned with God at all is 

a sign that He is at work in our life. As St. Bernard explains:

“The soul seeks the Word, but has been first sought by the Word…. Let her seek 

him as she can, provided she remembers that she was first sought, as she was first 

loved; and it is because of this that she herself  both seeks and loves.”



GOD WILL DRAW US:

THE WORK OF THE HOLY SPIRIT ON THE SPIRITUAL JOURNEY

 It is important to realize how active the Lord is as we struggle along the road to full union with Him. It 

is He who “draws us.” It is He who gives us the desire to pursue Him. It is He who “touches” us and give us 

freedom from habits of sin. It is He who gives the grace to humble ourselves, to love more faithfully and 

generously, and to overcome fear. He does this particularly through the agency of the Holy Spirit.

 While the lack of knowledge of self and of God as well as the lack of desire for God can hinder us on 

the spiritual journey, so too can a lack of detachment. In order to make room for more of God in our life, 

we need to let go of things that are currently filling our heart and reorder the things that are not ordered 

properly in Him. The importance of an appropriate detachment from the things of this world – or as they 

sometimes speak of it, the putting of our loves into right order – stressed by all the spiritual writers we are 

studying.



THE MEMORARE

REMEMBER, O most gracious Virgin Mary, that never was it 

known that anyone who fled to thy protection, implored thy 

help, or sought thy intercession was left unaided. Inspired with 

this confidence, I fly to thee, O Virgin of virgins, my Mother; to 

thee do I come; before thee I stand, sinful and sorrowful. O 

Mother of the Word Incarnate, despise not my petitions, but in 

thy mercy hear and answer me. Amen.

St. Bernard of Clairvaux, pray for us. 


