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urINg a brIef sojourN IN ParIs sometIme betweeN LeNt of 1139 aNd earLy 
1140, bernard of  Clairvaux (1090-1153), the famed Cistercian abbot, spiritual master, and ecclesiasti-
cal reformer addressed a group of  scholars and student clerics on the theme of  conversion. the tenor 
and substance of  this appeal survives in revised and finished form in the Ad clericos de conversione, a 
“treatise in the form of  a sermon” that shows Bernard’s highly-refined rhetorical skills and legendary 

ability to persuade at their best.1 If  this extended version is anything to judge by, the Doctor Mellifluus 
presented his receptive (but potentially critical) scholastic audience with challenging ideas and captivating 

images that deeply penetrated their hearts. so effective were his words that a large group of  his listeners fol-
lowed him from Paris to his monastery in Clairvaux, where they became novices and professed their vows as 

Cistercian monks one year later.2 the enormity and suddenness of  this response was probably due, at least in part, to 
bernard’s great sensitivity to the situation of  his audience and to the care with which he laid out for them, step by step, 
the inner workings of  his patented psychology of  conversion. Also of  great importance was the insightful and highly 
creative correlation he made between the process of  conversion itself  and the eight beatitudes from jesus’ sermon 
on the mount (mt 5:3-10).

LeVeLs of dIsCourse

 at the very outset of  his sermon, bernard reminds his listeners of  their purpose for gathering: “you have 
come, I believe, to hear the word of  god.”3 aware that he is addressing a sophisticated clerical audience, he outlines 
at the very outset three distinct (albeit intimately connected) levels of  discourse to which they must be attentive: the 
voice of  god, the voice of  the preacher (in this case, bernard), and the inner voice of  conscience.
 1. The voice of  God. Conversion, for Bernard, is both the will and the work of  God. If  it is God’s will for us 
that “we should be converted,”4 it is equally clear to him that conversion is “the work of  the divine voice, not of  any 
human voice.”5 Like Augustine, his theological and spiritual forbearer, Bernard will not compromise the sovereignty 
of  God in matters concerning our salvation. He makes his position felt with much theological “tour de force” and 
rhetorical elegance: “He spoke and they were made. He said, ‘Let there be light, and there was light.’ He said, ‘Be 
converted, and the sons of  men were converted.’6 Conversion is the work of  God, not of  man. To think otherwise 
implies a degree of  ignorance (or spiritual arrogance) that cannot be tolerated.
 2. The voice of  the preacher. Having once established the preeminence of  god’s grace in all that pertains to the 
work of  conversion, Bernard then focuses on his own role (however small) in changing the minds and hearts of  his 
listeners. bernard recognizes that the preacher toils in vain unless he casts his net “at the Lord’s word.”7 He knows
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that only god can “give his voice the sound of  power.”8 
He hopes that god will bless his words with such strength 
and accepts full responsibility if  he does not: “If  I lie, 
that is my own fault. It will perhaps be judged to be my 
own voice and not the voice of  the Lord if  I seek what is 
my own and not what is jesus Christ’s.”9 Despite fluency 
of  speech, extraordinary rhetorical skills, and the noblest 
of  intentions, Bernard knows that his words will compel 
his hearers to change their hearts only if  god permits: “I 
can hope that what I say will be effective only if  he makes 
it so.”10 For this reason, he links preaching with prayer: “I 
must ask him to make this voice 
of  mine a voice of  power.”11

 3. The inner voice of  con-
science. God speaks not only 
through the preacher but also 
by means of  the inner voice of  
conscience in the deepest re-
cesses of  the heart.12 bernard 
admonishes his listeners “to 
hear inwardly what is said to the 
outward man.”13 He asks them 
to be conscious of  their souls’ 
inner conversation with god. 
there is a voice within which 
speaks “with magnificence and 
power, rolling through the des-
ert, revealing secrets, shaking 
souls free of  sluggishness.”14 
this inner voice is divine, but 
also human; it is the voice of  
conscience which “judges it-
self  in its own court.”15 there 
is no need to make an effort; 
one cannot help but hear it. It 
brings us face to face with our-
selves and is the beginning of  God speaking to us.16

 the voice of  god, the voice of  the preacher, the 
voice of  conscience: by laying out these three levels of  
discourse at the very outset of  his sermon, bernard sets 
the parameters for all that follows. of  the three, the role 
of  the preacher - significant as it is - would appear the 
least important. Conversion may occur without the ben-
efit of  explicit proclamation, but never if  the heart does 
not listen to itself  and to the still, small whispering voice 
of  God. By moving himself  to the background, Bernard 
allows his words to speak for themselves and to touch 
his hearers in whatever way God deems fit. He recogniz-

es that the decisive discourse, the one that really matters, 
is delivered by god in the inner cloister of  the soul.

berNard’s CHrIstIaN aNtHroPoLogy

 while conversion, for bernard, entails a transfor-
mation of  the whole person, its primary locus of  change 
is the human soul. this particular dimension of  human 
existence can be examined with respect to its own inter-
nal relations (i.e. reason, memory, and will) or to the body 
and its accompanying senses. both relationships must 

be taken into account if  one 
wishes to understand the com-
prehensive nature of  bernard’s 
psychology of  conversion.

 1. The soul’s inner relations. 
“for the soul itself  is noth-
ing but reason (ratio), memory 
(memoria), and will (voluntas).”17 
bernard uses the traditional 
augustinian terminology to 
formulate his teaching on the 
soul. One must take care, how-
ever, not to mistake the variety 
of  terms for clear and distinct 
anthropological divisions. for 
bernard, “. . . the substance 
of  the soul would seem to be 
spiritual and simple in its way, 
without any distinction of  
senses; the whole soul seems 
to see and hear at once, if  we 
can speak of  it in this way.”18 In 
like manner, reason, memory, 
and will are different dimen-

sions of  the soul (“potencies”, 
as the scholastics would say) which function separately 
but always as operations of  the whole. this fundamental 
unity of  the soul is essential to bernard’s psychology of  
conversion. Reason can influence the will only because 
it is related to it via the substance of  the soul. the same 
can be said for the way both reason and will can influence 
and have a lasting effect on the memory.19

 2. The soul’s relation to the body. “. .. worst of  all, the 
soul sees itself  contaminated, not by someone else, but 
by its own body, which is no other than itself.”20 sentenc-
es like this one bring out a fundamental ambivalence of  
bernard’s view of  our bodily nature. on the one hand, 

St. Bernard
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he admits that both body and soul form an integral part 
of  what it means to be human; on the other hand, he 
is suspicious of  the body because of  the many evils it 
has permitted to enter into the soul’s inner sanctum: “...
the roving eyes, the itching ears, the pleasures of  smell-
ing, tasting, and touching have let in many of  them.”21 
for bernard, the senses are windows by which the soul 
reaches out and interacts with the world around it. with 
the onslaught of  death, these windows are closed off  and 
the soul becomes trapped within itself  and will remain 
so until the final judgment: “For where there is no body 
there is no possibility of  action. where there is no action, 
no satisfaction can be made.”22

 these words underscore for bernard the impor-
tance of  conversion in this life: “. . . to repent is to grieve; 
to do penance is a remedy for sorrow. He who has no 
hands cannot lift his heart in his hands to heaven.”23 for 
bernard, the very purpose of  conversion is not only to 
cleanse and elevate the soul, but also to free it of  its deep 
suspicion of  the body. body and soul were intended by 
god to coexist in a peaceful and intimate harmony: “I 
am your body your own self. there is nothing to fear or 
dread.”24 that they do not points to the reality of  sin in 
the present life and highlights all the more our urgency 
and dire need for conversion.

tHe Need for CoNVersIoN

 bernard preaches conversion because of  his 
hearers’ need for it. sin has polluted their lives so badly 
that they can barely recall the nature of  a life lived in its 
absence. He fills his sermon with vivid and shocking im-
ages that demonstrate their destitute situation and need 
for change. their reason is found to be blind; their wills, 
weak and covered with itching sores; their memories, 
full of  filth, open cesspits of  abomination and unclean-
liness.25 Their souls are inflicted with an inward leprosy 
which cannot be taken off  and cast away like a set of  
clothes. Like men who tear at their hands and rub them 
until they bleed, they have lacerated their souls with in-
cessant scratching and incurred deep infested wounds 
that will not heal.26 worse still, they are not even aware 
of  what they have done: “the absent mind does not no-
tice the internal damage, for it is not looking inward, but 
perhaps concentrating on its stomach - or beneath the 
stomach.”27

 Lost in this daze of  inner numbness, they con-
tinue to collect for themselves purely transient goods - 

and all seems well: “Is it surprising if  a soul does not 
feel its wound when it is not noticing what is happening 
to it, and is somewhere else far away?”28 the time will 
come, bernard warns, when they will be brought forc-
ibly to their senses and realize that they are nothing but 
filthy spiders who weave greedy webs for unsuspecting 
flies.29 then, the worm of  conscience will gnaw at them 
from the inside out,30 and they will see that their will is 
nothing but an old hag “with hair standing on end, her 
clothes torn, her breast bared, scratching at her ulcers, 
grinding her teeth, dry-mouthed, infecting the air with 
her foul breath.”31 then, they will see for themselves how 
the threefold ulcer of  voluptuousness, curiosity, and am-
bition covers them from the soles of  their feet to the 
tops of  their heads.32 then, they will see how degenerate 
the soul has become through its enslavement to the foul-
ness of  the body’s senses and its keeping company with 
swine.33

 only when it experiences the utter depravity of  
the soul, does the voice of  conscience understand its 
predicament: “Now it realizes the difficulty of  what it 
has undertaken, and the ease with which it thought to 
proceed seems an illusion.”34 filth continues to pour into 
the memory; bloody pus flows everywhere from the ul-
cers of  the will; reason itself  cannot repair what for now 
is only vaguely beginning to come to light.35 worse yet, 
the soul senses itself  at odds with its own body. the lat-
ter, in turn, rebels and “every single member is a win-
dow through which death enters the soul and ceaselessly 
makes the confusion worse.”36

 after presenting this dismal depiction of  human-
ity’s sinful condition, bernard does not abandon his hear-
ers or leave them to fend for themselves. In the midst 
of  their inner disquiet, he extends to them an open and 
heartfelt invitation to conversion. there is a way out. 
they do not have to be slaves of  their bodily lusts and 
instincts. what is impossible for the soul to attain on its 
own account is possible through the grace of  god. root-
ed in the gospels, in the very words of  jesus himself, 
bernard’s program for conversion is sensitive both to the 
psychology of  the repentant sinner and to the rigors of  
Christian asceticism. He speaks as one who has himself  
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experienced the humiliation of  sin in his life and who has 
struggled to respond to the call of  god. to describe this 
experience he falls back on the words of  Jesus’ captivat-
ing vision of  his Father’s kingdom.

tHe way of tHe beatItudes

 It is not immediately apparent how bernard uses 
the eight beatitudes as a structural analogue for the pro-
cess of  conversion. at face value, jesus’ words seem to 
be disconnected sayings or proverbs about membership 
in God’s kingdom. They appear to have little, if  any, rela-
tion to the long, arduous process of  conversion that all 
persons are called to undergo. If  anything, they seem to 
represent the culmination or completion of  that process, 
i.e., those who in some way have already “been through 
the fire” and have come to possess the radical values of  
god’s impending reign.

 bernard, however, does not strictly concern him-
self  with the literal meaning of  these famous sayings. as 
a medieval monk, he interprets Scripture by way of  the 
traditional and well-tried means of  allegoresis. as the old 
saying goes, “Litera gesta docet, quid credas allegoria; Moralis 
quid agas, quo tendas anagogia.” (“the literal sense teaches 
what happened; allegory what you are to believe; the 
moral sense what you are to do; anagogy where you are 
going.”)37 In the present context, bernard goes beneath 
the literal sense and provides his listeners with a tropo-
logical (i.e., moral) reading of  the beatitudes, one that 
focuses on the importance of  the verses for the spiri-
tual life - in this particular case, the process of  conver-
sion. In typical allegorical fashion, he seeks to discover 
similar patterns of  meaning between the text itself  and 
some parallel point of  reference either within the text 
or without it.38 the power of  bernard’s interpretation 
comes from the way he correlates jesus’ beatitudes with 
the psychology of  a sinner’s conversion. without forcing 
the text or departing from the valid insights of  his own 
spiritual experience, he establishes a close pattern of  cor-
respondence and thus discovers a helpful way of  com-
municating the meaning and process of  conversion. He 
presents this interpretation, moreover, with a remarkable 
sensitivity to the situation of  his hearers.

 1. Blessed are the poor in spirit. only after having 
experienced the darkness of  one’s own inner turmoil and 
spiritual depravity can a person begin the arduous task 
of  inner conversion. “when it is in this state, let the soul 
hear the divine voice; in wonder and amazement let it 

hear him saying, ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs 
is the kingdom of  heaven’ (Mt 5:3).”39 Here, bernard 
strikes a note sounded earlier in his sermon: conversion 
is both the will and the work of  God; it comes not from 
human effort, but from the voice of  god himself. and 
who is poorer in spirit than he “who in the whole of  his 
own spirit finds not rest?”40 In the first beatitude, Jesus 
himself  calls bernard’s listeners “blessed.” such news 
startles the soul and makes it question what it has heard: 
“Does wretchedness then make a man happy?”41 ber-
nard gives his listeners hope by calling them to faith in 
the mercy of  god: “If  you are in that state, have faith. 
It is not wretchedness but mercy which makes a man 
happy, so that humiliation turns to humility and need 
to strength.”42 No matter how bad their lives may seem, 
God can work miracles in the darkest recesses of  the hu-
man heart. with him all things are possible (mt 19:26).

 2. Blessed are the meek. the amazement continues: 
“Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth”: 
(mt 5:4)43 they will do so precisely because they have 
learned through humble experience how “to check the 
wild motions of  the will and tame the wild beast within 
them.”44 The will, Bernard notes, cannot be broken or 
overcome by force. Its thorny knots must be patiently 
and gradually untied.45 bernard cautions those who 
think they can take the task of  conversion into their own 
hands. Sin should never be taken lightly. One day they 
shall be held accountable for their deeds - and there will 
be no escape. try as they may, bernard warns them that 
it is impossible for them to hide their sins. god sees into 
the depths of  the human heart: He sees, judges, and re-
veals all.46 the only viable solution is the life of  virtue: 
we need fortitude against temptation; justice, to do good; 
prudence, to be prepared in all circumstances; and tem-
perance to tame the unruly pleasures and desires of  the 
soul47 at this juncture in the process of  conversion, the 
will behaves in one of  two ways: (1) it listens to the voice 
of  reason, or (2) it rebels.48 For Bernard, the meek are 
those who humbly turn their wills over to the penetrating 
insights of  reason and desire with all their hearts to live a 
life of  virtue.

 3. Blessed are those who mourn. “Let him mourn 
abundantly, for the time for mouning has come and his 
state is greatly to be wept over.”49 the inability to change 
often moves a person to tears. sorrow, bernard notes, 
has a cleansing effect on the soul. to allow inner agony 
to surface in the form of  tears and sobs purges the soul 
and heralds the beginning of  a change of  heart. the 
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words of  jesus ring true, “blessed are they who mourn, 
for they shall be comforted” (mt 5:5).50 one still grieves 
over the will’s refusal to listen to the voice of  reason, but 
one trusts in Jesus’ promise of  finding rest for the weary 
soul. reason begs the will and the lower passions to trust 
it; to this sudden request the will’s reply can be more bit-
ter than ever.51 reason must therefore be patient: it must 
approach the will gently, presenting its case gradually and 
at the opportune moment; it must then inform the will 
of  its concern for its well-being and of  how harmful it 
is to be so sad and heavy-hearted; it must tell the will of  
the most beautiful garden that it has discovered and of  
how good it would be for the two of  them to be there.52 
Gradually, and ever so slowly, a remarkable change takes 
place: “the will’s desire will be moved, and not only to 
see the place; it will also long to enter it, little by little, and 
make its dwelling there.”53

 4. Blessed are those who hun-
ger and thirst. It is in this state of  
longing where the divine whisper 
reveals itself. reason hears and 
relays its message readily to the 
will: “blessed are they who hun-
ger and thirst after righteousness, 
for they shall be filled” (Mt 5:6).54 
these words touch the very heart 
of  conversion. the will sees how 
foolish it is to yearn for things 
which never truly satisfy. It sees that the desire for righ-
teousness casts out all other desires. rather than pursu-
ing the desires of  the flesh, it now freely exposes itself  to 
the influence of  reason. Only at this point can the hard 
work of  conversion go forward. Now that the will has 
been converted and the body tamed, the third and hard-
est of  all tasks remains: “to purify the memory and pump 
out the cesspit.”55 bernard is well aware of  the lingering 
effects which images and thoughts can have on the mind. 
He likens the sinful memory to a piece of  parchment 
soaked through with ink. Nothing can erase it or cleanse 
it. Nothing, that is, but the remission of  sins which comes 
through the sharp, double-edged sword of  god’s word.56 
for bernard, god’s pardon “wipes out sins, not from the 
memory, but in such a way that what before was both 
present in the memory and rendered it unclean is now, 
although still in the memory, no longer a defilement to 
it.”57 the memory of  our sins remains, but not the sins 
themselves.

 5. Blessed are the merciful. Make good what you 

owe; forgive those who have wronged you; give alms to 
the poor: “. .. and if  you cannot do so from your own sub-
stance, do it from your good will and all will be clean.”58 
bernard is also well aware of  how sin turns a person in 
on oneself  and how conversion involves a long, ardu-
ous process of  becoming increasingly concerned for the 
good of  others. He therefore exhorts his hearers to lis-
ten once again to the consoling yet challenging words 
of  jesus: “blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain 
mercy” (mt 5:7).59 These words take on new meaning 
when viewed in light of  conversion. Works of  mercy 
have an interior effect on the soul. When a person makes 
the effort to widen the circle of  god’s love, he or she 
reaps even further interior graces. mercy received should 
thus be freely extended to others. Having restored peace 
in their own hearts, bernard’s hearers are exhorted, for 

their own spiritual welfare, to give 
that peace to others. Not only will 
they be able to pray to god with a 
quiet conscience, but they will also 
find that giving alms and forgiving 
those who have done them serious 
harm will carry them even further 
along the way of  conversion: “Not 
only will the reason be enlightened 
and the will put right, but memory 
itself  will be purged.”60

 6. Blessed are the pure of  heart. the 
sixth beatitude brings the very purpose of  conversion to 
the fore. “blessed are the pure of  heart, for they shall see 
god” (mt 5:8).61 the goal of  conversion is to see god 
face to face. one arrives at such intimacy only by desiring 
it with all of  one’s heart. this can be done only if  one’s 
heart is washed clean and purged of  all sinful blemishes: 
“. .. it is sin alone which dulls and confuses the vision.”62 
bernard reminds his listeners of  the long road they still 
need to travel: “No one should think himself  cleansed 
because he has come out of  the cesspit. No, rather let 
him realize that he stands in need of  a thorough washing 
first. Nor must he be washed only with water; he needs 
to be purged with fire...”63 their hearts may be cleansed, 
but they still need to be purged. The desires of  the flesh, 
worldly curiosity and ambition need to be rooted out by 
the disciplines of  prayer, fasting, and penance. Purging 
one’s heart reduces the risk of  lapsing. It sharpens one’s 
vision and moves one further towards one’s ultimate goal: 
“Now we see through a glass darkly, but hereafter face to 
face” (1 Cor 13:12).64 bernard implies that conversion is a 
lifelong process, one that will end only when our journey 

“The will sees how foolish it is to 
yearn for things which never truly 
satisfy. It sees that the desire for 
righteousness casts out all other 

desires.” 
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through this life is completed.

 7. Blessed are the peacemakers. bernard also supplies 
his listeners with a simple description of  the major stag-
es involved in the process of  conversion. In his mind, 
there are three types of  men: (1) those who render good 
for good insofar as it lies within their means; (2) those 
who do not render evil for evil because they are patient 
and long-suffering; and (3) those who return good for 
evil even when it concerns some one who has harmed 
them.65 For Bernard, the first are like little children; the 
second possess their own souls in patience; and the third 
possess their own souls and win those of  many others. 
The first, he maintains, possess peace to the extent that it 
lies within them; the second hold fast to peace; the third 
make peace.66 Conversion, in his mind, is that process 
whereby a person moves through these various stages of  
peacemaking. When one arrives at the final stage, one 
truly can be called a child of  god. jesus himself  reminds 
us: “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called 
the children of  god” (mt 5:9).67 Bernard is quick to note 
that each of  these stages must be gone through and in 
their proper order. for him, it is the height of  spiritual 
arrogance to misappropriate the rank of  peacemaker. He 
then makes a very long and pointed attack on those in 
his audience who, in seeking to become priests, have pre-
ferred “to leap rather than climb,”68 and who “leave out 
the stages which come first.”69 He bids them not to make 
a mockery of  the profession of  perfection. If  they re-
ally want to become peacemakers, they should enter the 
monasteries where they can pursue a life of  conversion 
without distraction.70

 8. Blessed are those who suffer persecution. bernard re-
minds his listeners that jesus does not bless those who 
simply call for peace, but only those who make it.71 He 
warns them against becoming modern day Pharisees, i.e., 
experts at saying the right thing, but not practicing it. the 
Church is not helped by hirelings and robbers, who use 
the flock for their own advantage and aggrandizement. 
Persecution, he notes, separates the hirelings from the 
shepherds. Hirelings serve for a price and will not perse-
vere in the face of  suffering. robbers and wolves prefer 
to escape persecution rather than maintain righteousness. 
shepherds, by way of  contrast, fear nothing because their 
treasure is in heaven.72 Confident in God’s love for them, 
they are willing to endure countless tribulations for the 
sake of  righteousness. “Blessed are those who suffer per-
secution for righteousness sake, for theirs is the kingdom 
of  heaven” (mt 5:10).73 the last beatitude brings the

process of  conversion to its logical conclusion. full con-
version implies a willingness to suffer (and perhaps even 
die) for the faith. with righteousness as their purpose 
and Christ as their cause, they are willing to stand firm in 
the face of  every adversity.

 bernard’s tropological interpretation of  the eight 
beatitudes outlines in fine detail the gradual process of  
growth by which a sinner becomes a saint. In a few short 
sentences, bernard’s teaching on conversion may be 
described as the movement of  god in a person’s heart 
which (1) begins with a deep sense of  one’s own spir-
itual poverty, (2) moves on to a humble admission of  
one’s inability to change and then to (3) a mourning over 
the soul’s stubbornness and petty obstinancy. It mani-
fests itself  in (4) a hungering for righteousness which (5) 
increases through spiritual and corporal acts of  mercy 
and (6) eventually leads to a complete purification of  the 
heart. among the consummate signs of  conversion are a 
person’s (7) increased ability to extend the peace of  Christ 
to others and (8) willingness to suffer and even die for 
the faith. the power of  bernard’s sermon comes from 
the close correlation he draws between the process of  
conversion itself  and the ipsissima verba Christi. He gives 
the words of  jesus immediate and urgent meaning to his 
listeners, so much so that a very large number of  them 
were ready to flee with him that very day to a safer place 
of  refuge.

obserVatIoNs

 bernard’s decision to present his teaching on con-
version by way of  the beatitudes calls for added com-
mentary on the nature and scope of  his highly crafted 
and exceedingly effective sermon. the following obser-
vations are an attempt to understand more fully the in-
tentions that inspired it and the psychology behind its 
reception.

 1. If  bernard’s explicit goal is to inspire in his 
hearers a desire for conversion or change of  heart, his 
implicit one is to get them to leave everything behind and 
to pursue a life of  conversion in a monastery. “fly to the 
cities of  refuge!”74 this heartfelt reference to europe’s 
spiritual landscape manifests bernard’s strong conviction 
that a life of  conversion can be pursued most fervently 
and with the least amount of  distraction within a stable 
monastic environment.75 the monasteries (and, without 
explicitly stating it, he would seem to be promoting the 
particular brand of  monasticism practised by the Cister-
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cians) offered twelfth-century Christians a structured at-
mosphere where the body could be disciplined, the mind 
enlightened, the will mastered, and the memory cleansed. 
One need only to think of  the desolate regions where the 
Cistercians built their monasteries, of  the dedicated pre-
cision with which they followed the rule of  benedict ad 
apicem litterae,76 and of  the austere, distractionless spaces 
created in their architecture, to understand the strong 
conviction behind bernard’s plea.

 2. bernard has come to Paris, by then one of  the 
great cities of  medieval Christendom and a developing 
center of  scholastic learning, to speak to an intellec-
tual clerical elite, the cream of  the Church’s flourishing 
priestly crop. He addresses scholars and students from 
the cathedral school of  Notre dame and other centers 
of  learning such as st. genevieve and st. Victor on mat-
ters pertaining not to theoretical knowledge, but to the 
searching and restless heart. In crafting his sermon, he 
rallies his considerable rhetorical and persuasive skills to 
convince many in his audience of  their deeply-rooted 
need for change. the success of  his endeavor can be 
verified, at least in part, by the generous response of  
those who followed him to Clairvaux the following day.77 
since men of  such high intellectual caliber could have 
furthered the ends of  the Cistercian order in any number 
of  ways, one has to wonder if  part of  bernard’s intention 
all along was not to skim some of  the cream off  the top 
for the benefit of  his own religious order. When seen in 
this light, Bernard’s sermon takes on the added dimen-
sion of  a highly-charged (and very successful) attempt at 
Cistercian recruitment.

 3. Bernard makes a conscious effort to speak the 
language and enter the mindset of  his listeners. aware of  
the learned background of  his audience, he uses terms 
that will quickly capture the imagination of  his hearers. 
He takes examples from the daily experience of  scholarly 
life and charges them with pregnant moral and spiritual 
meaning. Phrases such as “the book of  conscience,”78 and 
“the pen of  truth,”79 and memory’s “thin piece of  cheap 
ink-soaked parchment”80 demonstrate his willingness to 
convey his message in the language of  his audience. ber-
nard reaches out to his audience and tries to establish a 
point of  contact that will provide an avenue for a deeper 
exposition of  the meaning of  conversion. In doing so, 
he is also inviting them to meet him halfway by putting 
aside some of  their intellectual reserve and allowing his 
carefully-crafted language of  the heart to penetrate their 
souls.

 4. bernard’s efforts, however, go much further. 
He delves into the motivations of  his listeners and ex-
poses the selfish interests which many of  them had for 
coming to Paris and starting out on an ecclesiastical ca-
reer. Particularly pointed is his long discourse near the 
end of  his sermon on the dangers of  Pharisaism and his 
insinuation that many of  his hearers have become clerics 
for the wrong reasons.”81 His suggestion that, in order 
to put themselves forward as shepherds and peacemak-
ers, many among them have skipped some of  the most 
important stages in the process of  conversion must have 
struck cords of  unease and discontent in his more com-
placent listeners. bernard does not mince words when 
it comes to exposing the hypocrisy and false intentions 
of  those who deem to use the priestly vocation for their 
own personal gain. He presents conversion as a sine qua 
non for anyone who seeks to serve the Church in the role 
of  shepherd. those who do otherwise harm the Church 
and themselves in the process. the health of  the Church 
and their own salvation is at stake.

 5. while the classical threefold movement of  pur-
gation, illumination, and union is present in bernard’s de-
piction of  conversion,82 most of  the sermon is dedicated 
to making Bernard’s audience aware of  their need for 
conversion and then expanding on the way of  purgation. 
Bernard’s sermon seeks to touch the hearts of  his listen-
ers. Conscious as he is of  the intellectual capacity of  his 
audience, he is all too well aware that many of  them are 
unaccustomed to speaking about or listening to the way 
of  the heart. bernard spends much of  his time trying to 
bring his listeners down from the level of  rational specu-
lation (the particular strength of  the developing scholas-
tic thought of  his day) to the vast intricacies involved 
in the language of  the heart (the particular approach of  
monastic theology). acting from his own experience or 
perhaps from the level of  intuition, bernard presumes 
that most of  his hearers, despite their highly trained criti-
cal faculties, are mere beginners when it comes to speak-
ing about the ways of  the heart. It is for this very reason 
that he devotes so much time and space to emphasizing 
the initial steps involved in the long and arduous path of  
conversion.

 6. To convince his audience, Bernard makes con-
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stant appeals to their own experience. He fills his sermon 
with requests that his listeners judge his words on the 
basis of  their own inner experience. “use the eyes of  
your heart, and you will learn by experience.”83 “you do 
not need to look it up in the pages of  a book. Look to 
experience instead.84 “Not learning but anointing teaches 
it; it is not grasped by knowledge but by conscience.”85 
Remarks such as these show Bernard attempting to get 
his hearers to listen to the inner voice of  god in their 
hearts which, in his estimation, is the most important 
discourse being delivered that day. this appeal to the ex-
perience of  the heart is one of  the constituent elements 
of  monastic theology.86 that his words received such a 
welcome reception reveals something of  the close rap-
port which, despite their vast differences, monastic and 
scholastic methods enjoyed during the twelfth century. 
In the words of  jean Leclercq: “we could say that in the 
twelfth century the situation was neatly summed up in 
three words: ‘monastic and scholastic;’ far from there be-
ing an opposition between them, at that time they prof-
ited one another and yet remained distinct.”87

 7. bernard’s tropological interpretation of  the be-
atitudes provides the context for the convergence of  the 
three distinct levels of  discourse discussed earlier in this 
article: the voice of  god, the voice of  the preacher, and 
the inner voice of  conscience. there was no question 
either in bernard’s mind or in the minds of  his hearers 
that the beatitudes represented the voice of  god in their 
lives. as the ipsissima verba Christi from the sermon on the 
mount, they offer all who have ears 
to hear the clearest expression we 
have of  what the kingdom of  God 
is like. Bernard’s genius is not that he 
correlates jesus’ words with his own 
teaching on conversion, but that he 
does so in such a way that it resonates 
with the inner voice of  conscience in 
his listeners and convinces many of  
them to make that first painful, yet 
all important, step along the way of  
conversion. bernard constructs his 
sermon in such a way that the voice 
of  god, the voice of  the preacher, 
and the voice of  conscience speak 
in harmony about the central im-
portance of  conversion in the lives 
of  his listeners. what bernard has 
clearly differentiated at the outset 
of  his sermon thus touches his 

hearers on different anthropological levels with a single 
message of  metanoia.

 8. bernard’s understanding of  conversion is closely 
tied to his Augustinian anthropology. Like Augustine, he 
displays the classical Neoplatonic tension between body 
and soul. Like Augustine, he attributes this to the effects 
of  sin - both original and personal - which therefore will 
be healed as one advances along the various stages of  con-
version. Like Augustine, he incorporates the psychology 
of  the sinner in search of  rest within his anthropological 
schema. Like Augustine, he underscores the primacy of  
grace in the process of  conversion. these similarities in 
no way imply that Bernard refuses to think for himself  or 
displays little or no creativity in the sermon. although he 
expresses the deeply-rooted imbalance within the soul in 
terms of  the traditional augustinian nomenclature (i.e., 
ratio, voluntas, and memoria), he does not consider himself  
bound to express the theory in all of  its fine details.88 His 
rhetorical use of  these categories, moreover, displays a 
great sensitivity to the wide range of  tensions that can 
occur in a person during the process of  conversion. Part 
of  Bernard’s genius is his ability to express well-known 
theological terms and categories in a way that captures 
the minds and, perhaps more importantly, the hearts of  
those whom he is addressing.

 these observations in no way exhaust the richness 
of  bernard’s sermon on conversion. they emphasize the 
pains he has taken to communicate his message and to 

challenge his hearers to make a con-
crete response to it in their lives. by 
depicting the way of  conversion as 
intimately tied to the way of   the be-
atitudes, he exhorts his listeners to 
root their actions ever more deeply 
in the fertile soil of  jesus’ life and 
message.

CoNCLusIoN

 bernard of  Clairvaux’s Ad cleri-
cos de conversione combines master-
ful homiletic construction with zeal 
for ecclesiastical reform. It uses the 
childlike simplicity of  Jesus’ beati-
tudes as a springboard for explicat-
ing the process of  conversion. It 
does so while remaining sensitive to 
the scholarly ambience of  its audi-

St. Bernard preaching the 2nd Crusade, 
by Émile Signol. 
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ence and utilizing this mindset for its own purposes. ber-
nard demands nothing less than the total commitment 
of  his audience to the process of  fundamental conver-
sion. while the dramatic positive results of  his discourse 
have been historically documented, whatever negative re-
sponses his sermon may have evoked must now be left 
to conjecture. that a sermon so passionately crafted and 
which aroused such strong favorable sentiments among 
its listeners would not also have evoked at least some 
strong feelings of  outrage and protest among others in 
his largely scholastic audience seems highly unlikely. With 
few other concrete traces left in the wake of  Bernard’s 
discourse, the level and extent of  such sentiments cannot 
be known with any certainty.

 even though bernard’s words should be primarily 
understood in the context of  the world in which he lived 
and evaluated in light of  the audience he addressed, they 
have much to contribute to our present understanding of  
the nature of  conversion and how it should be commu-
nicated. with appropriate adaptations, his emphases on 
fundamental conversion, the primacy of  god’s grace, the 
importance of  having an anthropological matrix within 
which conversion takes place and can be understood, 
the different levels of  discourse used to communicate its 
necessity, and the correlation of  gospel values with the 
psychology of  his listeners all provide valuable points of  
departure for reflection on the preaching of  metanoia in 
the very different circumstances of  current world affa-

irs. of  equal importance is the great amount of  time and 
care reflected in the sermon’s composition, a subtle re-
minder that effective preaching requires hours of  quiet 
prayer and diligent study if  a homily’s composition and 
execution is to be effective.

 one also gets the distinct impression that it was 
more than Bernard’s finely-tuned rhetorical skills and 
charismatic personality that caused so many to follow 
him to Clairvaux. Bernard speaks as an authority on con-
version, precisely because he himself  has already gone 
through the same struggles and temptations that current-
ly haunt his listeners. He is able to articulate his theory 
so well only because he himself  has had firsthand expe-
rience of  what it means to walk the difficult and pains-
taking way of  the beatitudes. Bernard understands the 
process of  conversion from the inside out. If  he did not, 
his sermon not only would have appeared theoretical and 
artificially contrived for the occasion, but also would not 
have elicited such a strong reaction. In his Ad clericos de 
conversione, one hears constantly in the background the 
faint voice of  bernard the repentant sinner instructing 
bernard the preacher about the intricacies of  the psy-
chology of  conversion and how to lead others along its 
strenuous and exacting path. the great effectiveness of  
his sermon is due, at least in part, to the universal nature 
of  this inner dialogue and unaffected revelation of  self.
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