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Ebook Description: Bernard of Clairvaux's
Sermons on the Song of Songs

This ebook delves into the profound mystical interpretations of the Song of Songs offered
by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, one of the most influential figures in 12th-century
Christianity. Bernard's sermons, delivered over a period of years, are not a simple literal
reading but a rich allegorical exploration of the text, using the sensual imagery of the
Song to illuminate the spiritual relationship between Christ and the soul. This work is
significant because it provides insight into Bernard's profound theological understanding,
his mastery of allegorical interpretation, and the vibrant spiritual life of the medieval
Church. It explores themes of divine love, the journey of the soul toward God, the nature
of mystical union, and the challenges and rewards of the spiritual life. This ebook is
relevant to anyone interested in medieval theology, Christian mysticism, biblical
interpretation, and the history of spirituality. The detailed analysis of Bernard's sermons
offers a powerful lens through which to understand both the historical context and the
enduring power of his spiritual insights.
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Bernard of Clairvaux: A Life Dedicated to Mystical
Contemplation

Saint Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) stands as a towering figure in the history of
Christian mysticism. A Cistercian monk renowned for his profound spirituality, his
influence extended far beyond the cloisters of his abbey. He was a prolific writer, a gifted
preacher, and a key player in the political and religious landscape of 12th-century Europe.
His writings, including his 86 sermons on the Song of Songs, offer a window into the rich
tapestry of medieval spirituality and his personal journey of mystical union with God.

The Song of Songs: A Text Rich in Symbolism and
Interpretation

The Song of Songs, a book within the biblical canon, has captivated and challenged
readers for centuries. Its passionate language and evocative imagery have lent themselves
to various interpretations, ranging from literal accounts of romantic love to intricate
allegorical readings representing the relationship between God and Israel or, as
understood by Bernard, between Christ and the soul. Its ambiguous nature allows for a
rich tapestry of meanings and makes it a particularly fruitful text for mystical reflection.
Bernard, a master of allegorical interpretation, saw in the Song of Songs a mirror
reflecting the soul's longing for union with the divine Beloved.

The Context of Medieval Mysticism

Bernard's sermons emerged within the vibrant context of medieval mysticism. This period
witnessed a flourishing of mystical thought, marked by an emphasis on personal
experience of the divine, a focus on inner transformation, and a deep longing for union
with God. Mystical writers and theologians of this era explored various paths to spiritual
perfection, often utilizing allegorical interpretations of scripture and emphasizing
practices such as contemplative prayer and meditative reflection. Bernard's work aligns
perfectly with this flourishing of mystical thought and helps to form and shape it into the
theology it would become.

Chapter 1: The Bride and the Bridegroom: Unveiling the Allegorical Meaning
The Allegorical Interpretation

In Bernard's interpretation, the "bride" in the Song of Songs symbolizes the human soul,
yearning for union with its divine "bridegroom," Christ. This isn't a literal marriage but an
allegorical representation of the soul's spiritual journey towards God. The sensual
language, far from being dismissed, is understood as symbolic of the intense and intimate
relationship between the soul and its creator. The physical descriptions of love are
reframed as metaphors for spiritual longing, desire, and ultimate union.



The Soul's Longing for God

Bernard emphasizes the soul's active role in seeking God. The bride's pursuit of the
bridegroom reflects the human soul's innate desire for God, a desire that drives the
spiritual journey. This longing is not simply passive but involves actively seeking,
pursuing, and yearning for the divine.

The Divine Initiative

However, Bernard also highlights the importance of God's initiative in the relationship. It's
not just the soul's longing but also God's grace and love that initiate and sustain the
journey toward union. God's love precedes and draws the soul towards Him.

Chapter 2: The Journey of the Soul: Stages of Spiritual Growth in Bernard's Sermons
Stages of Spiritual Progress

Bernard's sermons chart the stages of the soul's journey toward God. This progress is not
linear but involves ups and downs, periods of intense longing followed by moments of
spiritual dryness, encounters with temptation and obstacles and victories that lead to
spiritual growth.

The Role of Purification

Before reaching union with God, the soul must undergo purification. This involves
overcoming attachments to worldly things, combating sin, and cultivating virtue. Bernard
emphasizes the importance of self-denial and detachment as essential steps on the path to
spiritual perfection.

The Dark Night of the Soul

Bernard also acknowledges the "dark night of the soul," a period of spiritual dryness and
desolation where the experience of God's presence seems absent. This is not necessarily a
sign of failure but a crucial stage in the spiritual journey, forcing the soul to rely solely on
faith and trust in God.

Chapter 3: The Language of Love: Exploring the Sensuous Imagery of the Song



The Symbolism of Physicality

The Song of Songs is filled with sensual imagery, metaphors related to physical attraction
and intimacy. Bernard doesn’t shy away from these images but interprets them
allegorically. The physical descriptions symbolize the deep and passionate nature of the
soul's love for God, reflecting the intense intimacy of the spiritual union.

Avoiding Literal Interpretations

Bernard carefully navigates the line between literal and allegorical interpretations,
avoiding any suggestion of impropriety while using the physical descriptions to convey the
spiritual reality. His profound understanding of symbolism is essential in comprehending
his interpretation.

The Power of Metaphor

The skillful use of metaphor is a hallmark of Bernard's approach. He utilizes vivid imagery
to evoke an emotional response and to engage the reader on a deeper level. The sensual
language becomes a powerful tool for conveying the ineffable nature of spiritual
experience.

Chapter 4: Obstacles and Temptations on the Path to Union
The Struggle Against Sin

Bernard realistically acknowledges the challenges faced on the spiritual path. The soul
encounters temptations, struggles with sin, and experiences periods of doubt and
discouragement. These obstacles are not seen as insurmountable but as opportunities for
spiritual growth and deepening reliance on God's grace.

External and Internal Distractions

Bernard identifies both external and internal distractions that hinder the soul's progress.
External distractions include worldly concerns, temptations, and pressures from society.
Internal distractions can include ego, pride, and self-centeredness.

Overcoming Obstacles

Bernard provides guidance on overcoming these obstacles, emphasizing the importance of
prayer, self-discipline, humility, and reliance on God's grace. He encourages perseverance
and steadfastness, assuring that the rewards of perseverance will far outweigh the
difficulties.



Chapter 5: The Mystical Union: Experiencing God's Love
The Goal of the Spiritual Journey

The ultimate goal of the spiritual journey, according to Bernard, is mystical union with
God, a state of intimate communion and loving oneness with the divine. This is not a mere
intellectual understanding but a profound personal experience that transforms the soul.

The Nature of Mystical Union

Bernard describes mystical union in terms of love, intimacy, and joy. It's a state of
complete surrender to God's will and a profound experience of God's overwhelming love.
He uses evocative language to describe the bliss and peace that accompanies this union.

The Fruits of Mystical Union

The experience of mystical union has transformative effects on the soul, resulting in
increased love for God and neighbor, a deeper understanding of divine truths, and a life
marked by humility, charity, and selfless service.

Chapter 6: Bernard's Legacy: Influence on Subsequent Mystical Traditions
Impact on Later Mystics

Bernard's sermons on the Song of Songs had a profound influence on subsequent mystical
traditions. His allegorical method of interpretation, his emphasis on the soul's longing for
God, and his descriptions of mystical union served as inspiration for many later mystical
writers.

Continuity and Development of Mystical Thought

Bernard's work contributed to the ongoing development of mystical theology within the
Christian tradition. His insights provided a framework for later mystics to further explore
the depths of spiritual experience.

The Enduring Relevance of Bernard’s Thought

His ideas remain relevant even today. The themes of divine love, spiritual longing, and the
journey towards union with God continue to resonate with people seeking spiritual
fulfillment. His profound exploration of the inner life and the dynamics of relationship with
God provides enduring spiritual wisdom.



Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Bernard's Mystical Theology

Bernard of Clairvaux's sermons on the Song of Songs remain a testament to the power of
mystical theology. They are not just historical documents but living expressions of spiritual
experience. The insights provided within these sermons offer a profound pathway for
contemplating the divine.

FAQs

1. What is the Song of Songs? The Song of Songs is a book in the Bible, often
interpreted allegorically as representing the relationship between God and the soul.

1. Who was Bernard of Clairvaux? A 12th-century Cistercian monk and influential
theologian known for his mystical writings and sermons.

1. What is the main theme of Bernard's sermons? The central theme is the allegorical
interpretation of the Song of Songs, showing the soul's journey to union with God
(Christ).

1. What is the significance of allegorical interpretation? It allows for a deeper, spiritual
understanding of the text beyond a literal reading.

1. What are the stages of the spiritual journey according to Bernard? Purification, the
dark night of the soul, and ultimately mystical union.

1. How does Bernard use sensual imagery? He uses it symbolically to represent the
intensity and intimacy of the relationship between God and the soul.

1. What obstacles does Bernard identify on the spiritual path? Sin, temptations, worldly
distractions, and internal struggles.



1. What is mystical union? A state of intimate communion and loving oneness with God.

1. What is the lasting impact of Bernard's work? His interpretations have profoundly
shaped Christian mysticism and continue to inspire seekers today.

Related Articles:

1. The Cistercian Order and the Rise of Medieval Mysticism: Explores the historical
context of Bernard's work within the Cistercian monastic tradition.

1. Allegorical Interpretation in Medieval Theology: Discusses the use of allegory in
biblical interpretation during the Middle Ages.

1. The Dark Night of the Soul: A Comparative Study: Compares Bernard's treatment of
this spiritual experience with other mystical traditions.

1. Mystical Union: A Journey Towards Oneness with God: Explores the concept of
mystical union across various religious traditions.

1. The Song of Songs in Jewish Mysticism: Compares Bernard's interpretation with
Jewish interpretations of the Song of Songs.

1. Bernard of Clairvaux's Political Influence: Examines Bernard's significant role in the
politics of his time.



1. The Theology of Love in Medieval Christianity: Focuses on the concept of divine love
in the context of medieval thought.

1. Contemplative Prayer and the Practice of Mysticism: Explores methods of prayer that
foster mystical experience.

1. The Influence of Bernard of Clairvaux on Later Mystics (e.g., John of the Cross): A
comparative analysis showing how Bernard's ideas shaped later mystical theologians.
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