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(Lk 13:22-30) 

 Last Sunday we were reminded how the church is “surrounded by a cloud of 
witnesses” (Hb 12:1).  It is the saints who fulfill the Lord’s desire that the world be 
“set ablaze” (Lk 12:49).  For the upcoming Sundays until the Solemnity of All 
Saints, I will therefore focus on the lives of the saints, beginning today with St. 
Bernard, whose feastday is August 20.   

 Bernard died on this day in 1153.  He was the third of 7 children, 6 boys and 
a girl.  His parents were Tescelin and Alèthe.  They lived in Burgundy, France, and 
were from the class of nobility: strong, devout Catholics.  At age 19, his mother 
died, setting Bernard on the pathway that would lead to a “narrow gate” (Lk 
13:24), namely the door of the monastery at Citeaux, where like the people 
described in the Gospel, he “stood outside knocking and saying, ‘Lord open the 
door for us’” (Lk 13:25).  In the case of Bernard, “us” referred to a group of 30 
young men, his friends and companions, whom he convinced to enter religious life 
with him.   

 However, the Lord did not respond, “I do not know where you are from” (Lk 
13:25), as in the Gospel.  Bernard was admitted to the rich banquet of Cistercian 
monasticism and soon became its greatest proponent.  The Benedictine monasteries 
had evangelized Europe during the second half of the first millennium (A.D. 500-
1000).  By the time of the middle ages, they were prominently established in every 
town and village (which grew up around them) as centers of great industry, 
influence, and prestige.  Unfortunately, many had become quite corrupt and 
scandalous, abandoning the narrow way for an all-too-worldly way of life.   

 A new monastic movement therefore began, centered at Citeaux.  The 
mission was no longer to establish a foundation and infrastructure for Christian 
culture like the Benedictines – that was now accomplished.  Instead, the focus of 
the reform was entirely on prayer and the spiritual life, with dedication to simple 
manual labor.  “Cistercian” monasteries1 were therefore established away from 
cities in deserted places and they were austere.  Unlike their black-robed 
Benedictine counterparts, the white-robed Cistercian monks devoted themselves to 
poverty and even silence, doing whatever was necessary to minimize distractions.   

 In his lifetime, St. Bernard recruited thousands of men to strive for this 
narrow gate with great spiritual strength (Lk 13:24).  Within three years he was 
established as Abbot of his famous monastery in Clairvaux, “Valley of Light,” and 

                                                 
1 There are two branches of this reformed monasticism: the Order of Cistercians (O.Cist), and the Order of 
Cistercians of the Strict Observance (OCSO), also known as “Trappists.”  
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he then proceeded to establish 163 monasteries throughout Europe, from France 
and Spain to Germany, England, Italy and as far away as the Holy Land.   

 Among those he recruited were members of his own family: all of them, 
including his father, all of his siblings, and their spouses if they were married!  His 
father became one of his spiritual sons.   

 Bernard was in great demand as a counselor to popes and rulers, helping to 
heal schisms in the church, attending councils, and correcting false teachings.  He 
was called the “Hammer of Heretics.”  He was a great promoter of the Crusades 
and military orders.   

 The Church has declared St. Bernard one of her important “doctors” or 
teachers, with the appellation, “mellifluous” (like honey).  He was a prolific writer 
and commentator, specially renowned for his homilies on the Scriptures, the 
Incarnation, and the Blessed Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven and Star of the Sea.  
Central to the life of the Cistercian is the daily meditation upon Scripture called 
“Lectio Divina.”  Bernard was so deeply nourished on the Word of God that could 
not write or speak except by means of Scripture.  In one mystical experience he is 
said to have received milk from the breast of the Virgin Mary: the divine wisdom 
was the primary nourishment that sustained him.  Among his famous prayers are 
the “Memorare,” and among his famous hymns are two we sing in our own parish: 
“O Sacred Head Surrounded,” and “Jesu Dulcis Memoria.”   

 The account of this great saint begins and ends with his family, and 
particularly his parents.  It was through them that he and his brothers were formed 
in the faith, and found that strength to be able to seek the narrow gate.  The entire 
family are saints!  His five brothers, Guy, Gerard, Andrew, Bartholomew and 
Nivard, and his sister Humbeline are all formally canonized or beatified, as is his 
mother, Bl. Alethe, his sister-in-law Bl. Elizabeth, and his niece, Bl. Adeline.  His 
father too, is venerated in the Cistercian order.   

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 by this confidence, I fly unto 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 your mercy, hear and answer me. 

Amen. 


