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A Thought on the Charter of Charity for Founders' Day 
  
During 2019, which marked the ninth centenary of the Charter of Charity, there were a number 
of initiatives throughout the Cistercian family to revisit this founding document, to understand it 
better, and to see how it might apply to the current situation of Cistercians around the world. 
  
From my own rereading of the Charter, what continues to stand out for me is its insistence on 
gratuity, that is to say, on charity as a deliberate renunciation of self-interest. The Prologue itself 
emphasizes this aspect: 
  

In this decree, then, the aforesaid brethren, taking precaution against future 
shipwreck of their mutual peace, elucidated and decreed and left for their 
posterity by what covenant, or in what manner, indeed, with what charity their 
monks throughout abbeys in various parts of the world, though separated in body, 
could be indissolubly knit together in mind. They considered that this decree 
should be called the Charter of Charity, because, averting the burdensome levying 
of all exactions, its statute pursues only charity and the advantage of souls in 
things human and divine.  

  
This emphasis continues into the first chapter, which is entitled "That a Mother Church is Not to 
Require from a Daughter Church the Exaction of any Material Advantage."  
  
On the surface, given the legal tone of the charter, it might seem that the heart of the matter is 
institutional autonomy, but that would be a reductive reading. Notice that the title itself stretches 
the meaning of charter by saying that its decrees have to do with charity. Even more striking is 
the language of friendship used from the outset: the goal is that members of the Order "in various 
parts of the world, though separated in body, could be indissolubly knit together in mind." To 
read the document correctly you must give equal weight to both aspects: it is a legal framework 
(charter) based on the desire to stay connected in a loving way (charity). Stephen and those who 
helped him with this document may have had exceptional foresight and legal acuity, but they 
were equally impressive in their understanding of what it takes for human relations to be 
informed by charity. 
  
If gratuity is at the heart of the Order's structure, it is because gratuity is at the heart of genuine 
love and friendship. Both levels involve a radical renunciation of self-interest. You don't really 
love someone, you are not really their friend, if you are looking for some personal gain or 
gratification. No doubt, it is gratifying to be connected and to have friends, but the depth of that 
gratification depends on the depth of this renunciation of self-interest. On the receiving end, the 
more you sense that strings are attached, the less genuine the love or friendship feels.  
  
We know from history how difficult it can be to maintain the high ideals of the Charter of 
Charity. Even today, as Dom Mauro-Giuseppe Lepori, the O.Cist Abbot General, has pointed 



out, the need or the demand for material aid can undermine the intended freedom of relations 
between monasteries. Sometimes, as he points out, it is the reverse situation from what the 
Charter had in mind:foundations can continue needing and demanding material aid long past the 
usual transitional phase of founding a new house. Or sometimes too ready aid enables this kind 
of dependency and does not foster freedom. Or--yet another modern twist--foundations are 
sometimes started in foreign countries with the hope of obtaining vocations for the founding 
house. (Coll 81 [2019]: 431). 
  
Correspondingly, on the interpersonal level, it requires soul-searching to see the subtle ways 
control, self-interest, or manipulation can take the freedom out of fraternal relations or 
friendships. To found a monastery is to wish freedom and prosperity to a new community. To 
cultivate fraternity and friendship is also to wish the others freedom and prosperity. It takes 
honest self-monitoring to see and root out the tendency to control others or use them for our own 
gain. And it takes radical self-renunciation to free everyone from debt, especially those who have 
hurt us. To the degree we hold on to resentment or demand some sort of restitution, we hold 
others in debt. To have a judgmental or disapproving attitude toward someone is to take the 
stance of a creditor vis-à-vis a debtor. To the degree we grant others freedom, the freer we 
become. 
  
So, rather than remember our founders as great legislators, it might be good to admire first their 
human and spiritual maturity. They applied to the institutional level hard-won conquests and 
insights they attained at the level of their inner lives and interpersonal relations. They have left 
us a high ideal: to seek "only charity and the advantage of souls in things human and divine." 
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