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Avila talk – 2025 

 

Lay Participation in the Cistercian Charism 

 When someone enters a Cistercian community as a postulant, that person 

becomes part of a long tradition. That tradition goes back to the community of 

Cîteaux founded at the end of the 11th century, and, beyond that, to Benedict of 

Nursia and the early monks of Egypt, and ultimately to some radical demands of 

Jesus in the Gospel. 

 When someone, nowadays, joins a community of Lay Cistercians, that person 

is also somewhat connected to that long tradition. But in order to understand the 

nature of that connection, it might be good to recall briefly how that new expression of 

the Cistercian charism that we now call the Lay Cistercians came into existence 

during the last half-century. 

 It will also be important to see how that relatively brief evolution was 

connected with the life of our Cistercian Order/Orders, and also how it was connected 

with the development of the Church in our time and with the apparition of various 

other forms of dedicated Christian life. 

* * * 

In 1098, a group of monks following the Benedictine Rule left their monastery, 

called Molesme, to continue their monastic life in a more radical form and with a 

renewed spirit. The new monastery was called Cîteaux. After a slow and difficult 

start, this community attracted many vocations and founded several other 

monasteries following the same way of life. All these communities remained united by 

bonds of charity and formed a distinct monastic ‘Order’ within the greater Benedictine 

family. (I emphasize the word ‘within’ because it would be a mistake to consider the 

foundation of Cîteaux as a break with the Benedictine family. Even today, the great 

Benedictine family consists of monasteries belonging to various congregations 

grouped together in the ‘Benedictine Confederation’, but also of all the monasteries 

that follow the Rule of St. Benedict, including the Cistercian monasteries). 

Over the centuries, Cistercian monasteries, increasingly numerous and spread 

across countries separated by great distances and considerable cultural differences, 

grouped together into several Congregations, which also gave rise to various 

Observances. At the end of a long and complex historical evolution, the main trunk of 

the great Cistercian Family has been divided since 1892 into two branches: the 

Cistercian Order of the Common Observance, which currently uses the Latin name 

Ordo cisterciensis, and the Cistercian Order of the Strict Observance, which currently 

uses the Latin name Ordo cisterciensis strictioris observantiae. Various groups of 

nuns who were separated from the authority of the Order and placed under the 

authority of the bishops in recent centuries, and who rediscovered their Cistercian 

roots, now form autonomous Orders or congregations, such as the Bernardines of 

Esquermes and the Nuns of Las Huelgas in Spain (called the Cistercian 

Congregation of Saint Bernard). If we add to these certain Congregations such as the 
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Bernardines of Oudenaarde, and a few individual houses, which never belonged to 

either of the Cistercian ‘Orders’ but were always affiliated with one or the other, we 

have what we have called for some years now the Cistercian Family. We should even 

add a few Anglican Cistercian monasteries. 

* * * 

 The Universal Synod of the Catholic Church of 1987 was an important 

moment for us. The theme of that Synod was the vocation and the mission of lay 

people in the Church and in Society. The following year, on December 31 of 1988, 

Pope John Paul II published the post-synodal Apostolic exhortation Christi fideles 

laici, on that topic. The Pope was encouraging lay people to form associations in 

order to develop their own Christian life and also in order to participate in the 

evangelizing action of the Church.  

 Already a few years before, in 1983, the new Code of Canon Law, in canon 

303, had mentioned and approved the desire of lay people to share in the life and 

spirituality of religious institutes, and he had encouraged each religious institute to 

establish a type of association with lay people.   

 It is important to notice that in all those official documents of the Church, it is 

never a question of religious Orders creating or establishing a lay branch. It is always 

question of lay people spontaneously creating lay communities, under the guidance 

of the Spirit of God, and then establishing links or forms of communion with religious 

Orders. 

 Dom Bernardo Olivera, our former Abbot General, published a very insightful 

documents on that topic, in 1995, under the title of “Reflections on the Challenge of 

Charismatic Associations”. 

 By that time, the movement was very well alive in our Order, just as in the 

other branches of the Cistercian Family.  

*   *   * 

At the General Chapter of OCSO at Holyoke, in the United States in 1984, a 

certain Mr. Harvey R. Graveline of New York had asked a superior of the Order to 

present his project of a Secular Trappist Order to the General Chapter.  That 

request was mentioned briefly in a plenary session toward the end of the Chapter == 

a Chapter that had been completely taken up with the updating of the Constitutions of 

the Order.  Even if no one was interested in a kind of “Third Order “, the reaction of 

the Chapter was rather positive toward the association of lay people with the spiritual 

life of the communities.  It was simply remarked that there was no need to legislate 

concerning that point, and that nothing prevented a community from establishing 

such spiritual ties with a group of lay people.   

The number of lay groups that considered themselves “Cistercian” and the 

number of persons connected with these groups grew very fast.  Then, the question 

that was raised more and more concerned the advisability of conferring on these 

groups a specific “official” status within the Order (or the Cistercian Orders?) or within 

the Church.   
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Let’s have a quick glance at the evolution of the movement.  

Such a group had already begun forming at the monastery of the Holy Spirit 

(Conyers), in the United States, at the beginning of the 1980’s.  This group was given 

a more official existence in 1987 when its first members made their “commitment” in 

the presence of the monastic community and its abbot on March 25, 1990. (It is 

important to see that the commitment was not made to the monastic community.  It 

was to God and to one another, in the presence of the monastic community that 

became the witness of it. 

In 1992, the Permanent Council of the OCSO prepared for the Central 

Commissions, which would be meeting at the abbey of Gethsemani that year, a 

working paper entitled The Road to Autonomy: On the Various Ways to Make a 

Foundation (and Related Questions).  The Central Commissions put that document 

on the program for the MGM of 1993, where it was treated according to Ordinary 

procedure, that is, by four mixed Commissions.  One of these “related questions” was 

one that interests us here.  In this document we read the following: 

 There was never, in our Cistercian Tradition, a Third Order.  Neither did our 

monasteries have “Oblates” like many Benedictine communities have.  But a 

movement is growing somewhat in that direction.   

****  

   This is part of a much larger phenomenon.  The post-synodal document 

published by John Paul II after the synod on the Laity (Christifedeles Laici) has 

a section (cf. especially N° 29-31) on the importance of such lay communities 

  

This question was studied carefully at the MGM of 1993 by the four 

Commissions concerned and the MGM came to the same conclusion as in 1984.  

There was no need to legislate but to allow this spiritual movement to evolve.  The 

Regions were invited to be aware of this. 

* * * 

Now, when our Order organized a meeting - called a synaxis - of all the 

representatives of this Cistercian Family at Cîteaux in 1998, on the occasion of the 

9th centenary of the foundation of Cîteaux, we also had a few representatives of 

what we call the ‘Lay Cistercians’. The General Chapter of the Order of Cistercians of 

the Strict Observance, in 1996, had mentioned in a vote that representatives of these 

“Lay Cistercians” should participate in that celebration; and these Cistercian lay 

people were even mentioned in the letter that the Pope (JP II) wrote to the Cistercian 

family on that occasion. 

First of all, it is significant that the Pope did not address his letter to any of the 

Cistercian Orders or to any of the Cistercian Congregations in particular, but to the 

‘Cistercian Family’, thus recognizing the great movement of communion that has led 

us all to a new awareness of the existence of such a "family", despite the differences 
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in lifestyle and the diversity of legal structures. It is also very interesting to see what 

the Pope says about the Cistercian laity, and in what context he says it. 

The general context is the rediscovery of the role of the laity in the life of the 

Church since Vatican II. For a long period in the history of the Church, spirituality was 

developed mainly by religious and for religious, and almost all ministries in the 

Church were clerical ministries. In line with the insights of Vatican II, the Synod on 

‘The Vocation and Mission of the Laity in the Church and in the World’ in 1987 not 

only emphasized the spirituality of the laity and its role in the mission of the Church, 

but also the right of the laity to gather in communities following various spiritual 

orientations. 

What we have seen, in the whole Church, since then—and even before that 

recent period—has not been so much the development of communities composed 

solely of lay people, but rather communities or movements composed of Christians 

from all walks of life—lay and clerical, married and single—united by the same 

spirituality and mission. We also see that many lay people have found their spiritual 

support or even their spiritual identity in the charism of existing religious communities, 

whether active or contemplative. There was a period when many people, especially 

young people, wanted to participate, at least for a few years, in the mission of a 

religious community, especially in the Young Churches. 

But gradually lay people began to desire to participate not only in the mission 

of a community, but also in its spirituality and, to a certain extent, in its life. It is in this 

general context that we must understand the Pope's mention of the Lay Cistercians 

in his letter to the Cistercian Family. 

The first Cistercian communities, in the 12th century, like all monastic 

communities of their time, had a familia, which was composed of a small group of 

paid workers, distinct from the group of lay brothers -- who were more integrated into 

the life of the community. Our monasteries have always had ‘oblates,’ that is, people 

living in community without, for one reason or another, taking vows. However, 

traditionally we have not had ‘external oblates’ like many Benedictine communities 

have. Almost all our monasteries, however, had a few people spiritually attached to 

the community in a non-legal but real way, living in the guesthouse or near the 

monastery as ‘familiars’. 

More recently, the communities of Lay Cistercians that you represent here, 

these days, developed. In order well to understand this development, we have to 

remember a few things. 

First, it is important to emphasize that our Cistercian Orders were always 

understood as ‘communities of communities’. One never enters the Order as such. 

One always becomes a member of the Order by entering a local community. The 

Cistercian family has a specifically cenobitic orientation. Therefore, the Cistercian 

vocation is never a vocation to a so-called ‘Cistercian spirit’; it is a vocation to a local 

community, or to the Cistercian spirit embodied in the life of a local community. 

Consequently, the only way to become a ‘Cistercian lay person’ is not through 

some kind of personal legal bond with the Cistercian Order; rather, it is by 
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establishing a personal bond of communion with a specific local Cistercian 

community, whether of monks or nuns.  

Likewise, your “Association” is not an Association of Lay Cistercian individuals; 

it is an Association of Lay Cistercian Communities 

When lay people express a desire for something new in this area, what I have 

always recommended personally is to form a community of lay people with its own 

identity and life within the monastic community and to establish bonds of communion 

between the two communities.  

A charism does not belong to a particular person or even to a group. It belongs 

to the Church, that is, to the people of God. Those who live according to this charism 

at a particular moment in history are its guardians. Today's Cistercian nuns and 

monks do not possess the Cistercian charism; they are its guardians. I firmly believe, 

based on what I have observed for decades, that the Holy Spirit wants to give a new 

expression to this charism today, in the lives of lay people. Only lay people who 

receive this charism from a monastic community and develop it within a lay 

community can gradually discover, through their concrete experience, what the ‘Spirit 

is saying to the Church’ in this regard. 

This requires both an autonomous life for the lay community and, on the other 

hand, constant communion and dialogue with the monastic community. 

Dialogue with the monastic community can take various forms. In addition to 

participation in prayer and liturgical celebrations, and perhaps also in some form of 

work or apostolate, especially in the monastery's guesthouse, it can be a dialogue 

with the abbot or with a few monks appointed by him, or even with the whole 

community in certain circumstances. 

Discernment within the community itself must be a constant discernment - a 

constant listening to the Spirit. The lay people should not ask the Order to tell them 

what they should be. They must discover this for themselves. Actually, groups of 

‘Cistercian lay people’ associated with various communities have developed in 

different ways. I consider this diversity to be very positive. Each group, while 

maintaining its own identity, must remain open to change and growth, and learn from 

others. I believe it is too early to create too elaborate common structures. If such 

structures are necessary, they will develop on their own. An important difference 

between the present groups of Associates is that some groups accept non-Catholics, 

while others do not. Both options seem legitimate to me. Just as there are a few 

Lutheran Cistercian monastic communities, and just as there are a few of our 

Cistercian monastic communities that have—or have had—one or more non-

Catholics among their members, so too it can be positive, in our ecumenical age, for 

non-Catholics to belong to a community of lay Cistercians. Obviously, this should not 

become the norm. This example clearly shows that it is not yet time to establish too 

strict norms; rather, it is currently the time to establish communion between 

communities that respect each other in their differences. 

I have highlighted what I believe to be the challenge facing lay people who feel 

called to live the Cistercian charism in the world. Perhaps we could also consider, for 
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a moment, the challenge that the Pope presents to our Cistercian monastic 

communities. 

I mentioned, a few minutes ago, a Letter sent to the Cistercian Family by the 

Pope in 1998. After a few paragraphs on our Cistercian spiritual and cultural heritage, 

the Pope mentions in his letter the renewed interest in this heritage in today's world. 

He mentions the importance of hospitality, saying: ‘For many people, essential 

spiritual questions can be expressed and deepened thanks to the welcome offered to 

them in monasteries.’ By “welcome”, he certainly means that offered to people who 

come to our guesthouses either for a retreat or to meet a spiritual guide. But he 

certainly also means what he mentions immediately afterwards about ‘associate 

members’ and those ‘temporary sharing in community life.’ Quoting Vita consecrata, 

56, he wrote: "I also encourage you, depending on circumstances, to discern with 

prudence and prophetic sense the participation of lay faithful in your spiritual family, 

in the form of “associate members” or, according to the current needs of certain 

cultural contexts, in the form of a temporary sharing of community life (Vita 

consecrata, n. 56) and a commitment to contemplation, provided that the proper 

identity of your monastic life does not suffer." 

The Pope therefore reminds monks that, whatever they do, they must not lose 

their identity as monks; but he also invites them to be open to greater hospitality. He 

mentions two special forms of this welcome: sharing community life (what has been 

called ‘temporary monasticism’) and ‘associates’, emphasizing that in both cases a 

commitment to contemplation is required. 

So we all have our work cut out for us. For us monks, there is a call not only to 

remain open to hospitality, but also to open ourselves to new forms of hospitality, 

including sharing our charism with associate members, and, for the latter, the 

challenge of gradually giving shape to a new expression of the Cistercian charism of 

which they are witnesses. 

Now, let us see how this has evolved since the Pope’s Letter in 1998. 

***** 

 In the meantime, a certain number of groups developed, not only in the United 

States and France, but also in other parts of the Order.   

 This spiritual movement was encouraged by Pope John Paul II in the Message 

that he addressed to the Cistercian Family on the occasion of the 9th centenary of the 

foundation of Cîteaux.  There he encouraged monks and nuns to: 

“discern with prudence and a prophetic sense the participation of the lay 

faithful in [their] spiritual family, under the form of ‘associate members’, or, 

following the present needs in certain cultural contexts, under the form of a 

temporary sharing of community life and a commitment to contemplation, on 

condition that the identity of [their] monastic life does not suffer”. 

 Several groups connected with various monasteries in the United States met 

at Genesee in October 1999 and drew up a document entitled “The Bond of Charity” 

which expressed not only the common points of their aspirations, but also their efforts 
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to be leaven in the modern world by living the Cistercian charism.  The same year, 

Veronica Umegakwe from Nigeria was invited to come and speak to the OCSO 

General Chapter at Lourdes about the great vitality of Cistercian lay groups placed 

under the patronage of Blessed Cyprian Tansi, in Nigeria. 

* * * 

 

The International Meetings of Lay Cistercians 

 

 Quilvo 2000 

 During the following years various International Meetings were organized 

spontaneously by the lay people themselves.  The first convened at the monastery of 

Quilvo in Chili, in January 2000, by a group that had just been founded.  Besides the 

Chilean Lay Cistercians, there were participants from France and the United States, 

representing seven communities.  There a document was drawn up which was 

published and sent to the Abbot General of the OCSO, Dom Bernardo Olivera. 

 

Conyers 2002 

 A second International Meeting took place at Holy Spirit (Conyers, USA) from 

April 24-30, 2002 with about one hundred participants coming from 26 groups of Lay 

Cistercians associated with monasteries in Canada, Chile, France, Ireland, Nigeria, 

Norway, Spain, Switzerland, United States and Venezuela.  A Coordinating 

Commission of five representatives was created in order to prepare another 

International Meeting that took place in 2005 at Clairvaux in France.  Another 

Commission, (Communication Commission), was established with seven persons, 

whose task it was to maintain open dialogue and to manage the Website 

(http://cistercianfamily.org, in three languages: English, French and Spanish).  A 

letter was composed and sent to the General Chapter.  Here are several extracts 

from it: 

“We are lay men and women who feel deeply the call to be seekers of God 

within the Cistercian tradition.  We accept the Rule of St. Benedict as our 

guide for living the Gospel of Jesus Christ. Through Cistercian spirituality, we 

seek to make our own the Rule of St. Benedict and to live its precepts in order 

to unify our lives.  From the richness and the diversity of our groups, similar 

values and practices bind us together.  These include: 

- lectio divina 

- individual, communal and liturgical prayer 

- simplicity of life 

- conversatio morum 

- interior silence and contemplation 

http://cistercianfamily.org/
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- work as a way to holiness. 

The growing numbers of new communities and individuals seeking our help in 

following The Cistercian way present us with some challenges […] We believe 

that the moment has come to ask you for a word of wisdom and 

encouragement for our endeavors to live the Cistercian charism in the world.  

Thus we ask the General Chapters to discern the authenticity of this work of 

the Holy Spirit in our lives.  The fraternal help and prayer of the Order is an 

important element in our authentic response to the presence of Jesus in our 

hearts and to the renewal of the Church in this new millennium.” 

 

Bowing before an evident call from the Holy Spirit, through the flowering of 

these groups of lay people wanting to live the Cistercian charism, the General 

Chapter accepted, on September 24, 2002, to give this desired word of wisdom.  

Referring to the words of the Pope in his Message of 1998, the General Chapter 

wrote: 

“[these words] will be for you as for us a reference point in order to 

discern how each of us will participate in the same charism.  Our 

differences are evident and yet we have the same spirit.  In respecting 

these differences, our unity will be able to grow on solid and lasting 

foundations.  We don’t know what the future holds for us, but our vision 

of the Cistercian Family recognizes you as authentic witnesses of the 

Cistercian vocation fully engaged in the world.  We are moved and 

profoundly grateful to the Spirit working in you.  The Spirit is the master 

and guide of our unity in the diversity of our states of life.  Even if your 

oldest groups have already some years of experience, it is a question of 

a new situation for you as for us.  Each of our communities is 

autonomous and will respond to you according to its cultural context, its 

own rhythm and the sensitivity of its members.  Know that your interest 

in our monastic life encourages us to lead it ever more faithfully.  

Continue the path to which you are committed, sharing with us the 

tradition that gives us life.” 

 This document is important, because it is the first official recognition by the  

Chapter of our Order, of the existence of lay people integrating some of the main 

aspects of the Cistercian tradition in their life as lay persons. 

 

 The Grange of Clairvaux  2005 

 Although the guest house of a monastery was not available, the group known 

as The Grange of Clairvaux welcomed, from June 1 -7, 2005, the third International 

Meeting of Lay Cistercians: about 130 persons (of whom 20 were monks and nuns) 

representing 34 groups from around the world.  This meeting, in which the Abbot 

General participated, confirmed that these lay persons had in common the search for 

and practice of values such as lectio, personal, communal and liturgical prayer, 
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simplicity of life, conversatio morum, interior silence, contemplation and finally work 

as a way to holiness.  Also it was confirmed that each person and each group was 

rooted and found strength in devotion to Mary, Queen of Cîteaux; that they were 

developing a growing sense of community and actively living their mission in the 

world.  Far from wanting “to play at being a monk or a nun” their aspiration is to 

incarnate in their lay life – in their family and professional life – the fundamental 

values of Cistercian spirituality, that the monks and nuns incarnate in their cloisters. 

 At the Clairvaux meeting an International Committee was elected, responsible 

for creating a bond among all the Cistercian lay groups in the world as well as 

establishing relations with the Order as a whole.  To this effect and at the request of 

the lay people themselves, the two General Chapters of monks and nuns of our 

Order decided to name an abbot of the Order to assume that connection between the 

Order and this Committee.  This structure’s goal was to promote exchange on 

common elements and distinct points and to make spiritual resources available to the 

groups, new as well as old. It is not a question of coming to uniformity, but of finding 

the foundation that all Lay Cistercian groups share. The number of groups 

developed, associated with monasteries of the Cistercian Order or with the 

Bernardines of Esquermes and Oudenaarde. 

 The following International meetings were at Huerta in 2008, at Dubuque in 

2011, at Lourdes in 2014, here at Avila in 2017, at Assisi in 2022 … and now again at 

Avila.  

******* 

 

 

What do the Lay Cistercians live ? 

 In spite of considerable differences in the way they function, the Cistercian 

values chosen by all the groups of Lay Cistercians are pretty much the same. They 

are the ones already mentioned in the letter of the Lay people to the General 

Chapters of 2002, that is, lectio divina, personal and liturgical prayer, simplicity of life, 

interior silence and contemplation, work as a way to holiness. 

 The Cistercian life being essentially cenobitic, there is a certain consensus 

that, in order to be considered a “Lay Cistercian” it is not enough to be individually 

attached or connected to a community of monks or nuns nor to live a life inspired by 

the Cistercian spirituality or tradition alone in the world.  One must belong to a group 

of Lay Cistercians.   

 

The Question of an Official Recognition 

 

 First of all let us ask what a “recognition” means, before asking what types of 

recognition are possible. 
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 To clarify this question, let us again make the comparison with the situation of 

the monks and nuns.  It is clear that any person in the world can live all the spiritual 

values that constitute the monastic or consecrated life in general.  People can unite 

in order to live these values together.  No permission is necessary for this.  The 

hierarchy or the authority of the Church has never founded monastic or religious 

communities; but she “recognizes” a certain number in approving their Constitutions.  

When ecclesiastical authority approves a community or a congregation, she says to 

the entire People of God that she guarantees the spiritual value of this form of life 

and of its aptitude for leading others who enter there to meet God. 

 When a name – such as “Benedictine” or “Cistercian” or “Dominican” – has 

been connected to a form of life officially recognized by the Church for a long time, 

even for centuries, it is not at all appropriate that someone who has no institutional 

connection with this officially recognized institution should assume this title.  This is 

why when it happens that a monk or nun, even with all the permissions, takes it upon 

him/herself to found a community not assumed by his or her own community, the 

Order (and the Church) is always opposed to the qualification of “Cistercian” or 

“Trappist” being given to this community, no matter what the quality of the religious 

life this group practices. This does not concern defending a title deed but avoiding 

that the eventual candidates be received erroneously under the official “guarantee” 

that such a group may have received, or not received (no matter what its objective 

value). 

 You can see immediately how this reflection should be applied to groups or 

communities of Lay Cistercians.  Up to now we can only rejoice in the quality of life of 

all the groups; but any mistake is possible (as in monastic communities themselves!).  

Thus it isn’t suitable that the name “Cistercian” be used to designate a group, without 

it having received a certain recognition that what it is living has a truly Cistercian 

character. 

 The attitude of the OCSO (and, it seems, other branches of the Cistercian 

Family also) has been, up to now, to leave it to each local community with its superior 

to allow a group to become associated with it.  Strictly speaking, whatever the quality 

of this group’s practice, it is associated with the local community without becoming a 

part of it. Thus it does not belong to the Order but is indirectly associated with it by its 

association with the local community. 

 Canon law allows a lay association to become recognized as a Diocesan 

Association.  Groups have requested and obtained such an association. However, it 

does not seem that a local bishop has the authority to give the title – or the character 

– “Cistercian” to a local group, given that it concerns the name of an Order – and 

even Orders – of Pontifical right. 

 

Conclusion 

 The movement of “Lay Cistercians” has developed admirably in the last 

decades.  It has taken on dimensions that no one would have been able to suspect 

twenty years ago.  The fruits are visible in the life of lay persons and the communities 
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that accompany them.  There can be no doubt that this is a movement under the 

influence of the Holy Spirit. 

 For a better understanding of that evolution, we would have to analyze it in the 

context of the notion of synodality, as it was developed by Pope Francis. That notion 

was first presented by Pope Francis in his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, 

at the beginning of his pontificate, and was fully developed in the last Synod (2023-

2024) precisely on the theme of synodality.  We could say that such a notion is at the 

heart of the Cistercian Carta Caritatis.   

 But that could be the topic of another meeting…. 

 

Armand Veilleux, OCSO 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


