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1- At Cîteaux the present intent is to carry on a history—the history of the Cistercians and of the Abbeys that house the whole Cistercian family. We wish to continue in our century what began here 900 years ago in the first small chapel consecrated on 16 November 1106, the Chapel of Saint Edme, where Stephen Harding and his brothers were at prayer when Saint Bernard and his companions joined them around the year 1112. 

2- The desire is to continue Cistercian history for our century, for the Cistercian communities that are living today, but also for all our brothers and sisters in the world, both those who seek God and those who have forgotten him as they wander about in search of meaning in contemporary materialistic societies.

3- Can we leave these human brothers and sisters of ours without light and without points of orientation? Can we deprive our Nineveh of its Jonah? Can we seek God in calm and solitude without wanting to point the way of this quest to any person lost in the disoriented cities and country-sides of our century?

4- If each Cistercian abbey in the world is a place of welcome for every person searching for meaning in his life, if each Cistercian abbey in the world is a place of learning about the search for God, there is a particular Abbey, a precise place on this earth, where the Cistercian spirit was incarnated for the first time and then nourished according to the Charter of Charity.  I speak, of course, of the Abbey of Cîteaux.

5- There is no question that Cîteaux is the mother. It is this place, this small acre of Burgundy, that definitively remains the wellspring, the place of the first incarnation, the place that will give birth to all the Cistercian communities of the world. This place is also the mother source because it is the place of the physical coming together of the General Chapter of the Cistercian family, a gathering that is both the manifestation of the Love in which this family abides and one of the means to achieve it. 

6- On the very grounds of the Abbey, the place of that first incarnation is also the place where Saint Stephen Harding and his brothers prayed in the chapel where Saint Bernard and his companions joined them around 1112.

7- On this same site, we can see the very damaged but still standing building called the “Definitory” because it is there that the Cistercian spirit was defined and refined through fraternal discussion.

8- The area surrounding the Abbey of Cîteaux has been severely battered over the centuries, to such an extent that this area today no longer exhibits the form of an abbey. On a steep south-facing slope, scattered buildings remain. Only their shared east-west direction relates them to one another.

9- And yet visitors who travel through Burgundy flock to Cîteaux sometimes for a spiritual quest, but sometimes also simply because they are curious to discover the place where the Cistercian movement was born, with a momentum that would spread throughout Europe and then the rest of the world. How can we respond to this quest on the part of genuine seekers while also transforming into a search the simple curiosity of the tourists?  Beyond that, how can we open for them the door to the search for God? How can Cîteaux become a place of pilgrimage, that is, a place that awakens in everyone a taste for the search for God?

10- In chapter 53 of the Rule, concerning the reception of guests, the fourth paragraph reads: “Guests thus received shall be led to prayer: after which the superior, or another brother designated by him, shall sit in their company. The Sacred Scripture will be read in the presence of the guest for his edification. Then he shall be treated with every kindness.” Thus, what we are to offer each of those who visit the abbey is first of all prayer, then listening to the Word of God, and finally a fraternal relationship.

11- Since the chapel where Stephen, Bernard and their companions prayed is the first place where visitors seek the source of the Cistercian movement, it is to this place of origin that we should take them, in order to pray there with them. That is why the construction of a new, small, memorial oratory on that very spot is planned, after determining with exactitude the location of the original chapel. In the silence and the soft light of the place, whoever enters there will hopefully be able to put his heart in listening mode.

12- This new oratory will be very close to the historic library building.  This library is conducive to the visitor’s discovery of the “divine Scriptures”, not only as human writing, carefully preserved and reproduced by the monks, but also as an instrument for seeking God through the intelligence. The aim here is to “open one’s heart to the understanding of the Scriptures”.

13- Then the visitor will be able to begin understanding what the Definitory represents for the whole Cistercian family.  It is the place where the concrete implementation of the relationship of fraternal love among all communities is conceived, the place where all concern themselves with one another. The Definitory is, in a way, the place where the Charter of Charity takes on full life through the vicissitudes of history.

14- These three buildings—the Oratory still to be built, the existing Library, and the Definitory still to be restored—are located to the east of the present monastery, far enough away so that their being accessible to visitors is compatible with the monastic life of the present Cistercian community.

15- With a view to the creation of this set of places, where the heart and intelligence of visitors can be opened to the One who awaits them, the community of Cîteaux has begun a reflection on the organization of the entire Abbey site. Indeed, whoever arrives in Cîteaux for the first time nowadays is often quite confused at not finding any of the usual architectural signs of a Cistercian Abbey: here there is no 12th-century church, not even in ruins, no cloister, no enclosure, only buildings from this and that century, from the   15th to the 20th, built on a large hillside in no apparent order.

16- To demonstrate the coherence of this ensemble of buildings, and to allow us to understand it more fully, it is necessary to organize the modalities of its discovery with great spatial precision. This we aim to do by establishing a succession of perspectives by tracing paths and planting trees, by creating contemplative spaces, by working with the light that changes all day long, and in a sense by re-creating the space given us by the Creator so that it can speak to us like a book, in keeping with Saint Bernard’s observation that “trees and rocks will teach you what you cannot learn from any master”.

17- All around these paths of discovery—discovery of the site and discovery of the One who holds it in His hand—the community plans to set up orchards and vegetable gardens as a testimony of a frugal life, a life in communion with God the Creator through his creation, in the spirit of the encyclical Laudato si’. Thus, the local community intends to set up a framework for showcasing the three prophetic places of the Cistercian family: the Oratory, the Library and the Definitory.

18- There are specific moments in history when the Lord expects certain people to do a specific work to build up His Church. We have arrived at such a moment. Our contemporary cities, like all societies founded on the instantaneous, often resemble a Nineveh whose inhabitants “cannot yet tell their right hand from their left”.  They are a senseless people awaiting the arrival of a Jonah. “Jonah was a sign for the inhabitants of Nineveh, and it will be the same with the Son of Man for this generation,” Jesus tells us in Saint Luke’s Gospel. By creating in Cîteaux an environment that initiates into the quest for God, the Cistercian family will help our contemporaries perceive the Presence of the Son of Man in their lives.

