
Cistercian Charism: Simplicity 

Is simplicity a Cistercian charism? 

What is the purpose of simplicity? 

How can we practice this charism in our own spiritual life? 

 

Merriam Webster definition, “simplicity” n. 

1: the state of being simple, uncomplicated, or uncompounded 

2 a: lack of subtlety or penetration: innocence, naiveté 

   b: folly, silliness 

3: freedom from pretense or guile: candor 

4 a: directness of expression: clarity 

   b: restraint in ornamentation: austerity 

(Obviously, number 1, 3 and 4 are most applicable to the Cistercian life style.)  

“Origin and Etymology of simplicity: Middle English simplicite, from Anglo-French simplicité, from Latin 

simplicitat-, simplicitas, from simplic-, simplex. First known use in English: 14th century.” 

Bible references implying a simple lifestyle: 

Matt 6:25-34 “… do not worry about your life…  [27] … can any of you by worrying add a single hour to 

your span of life? [28] consider the lilies of the field” 

Luke 10:41- 42 “…. Martha, Martha you are worried and distracted by many things; there is need of only 

one thing, Mary has chosen the better part, which will not be taken away from her.” 

I did not find any specific rule on simple or simplicity in the Rule of Benedict.  Br. Cassian was kind 

enough to share the concordance in the RB 1980 and advised that the Latin word simplex (simple) 

appears only four times in the Rule: 2.12 (Qualities of the Abbott), 52.4 (The Oratory of the Monastery), 

59.8 (The Offering of Sons by Nobles or by the Poor), and 61.3 (The Reception of Visiting Monks) and in 

translation only in the last three. The word simplicity does not appear at all.  Yet the whole RB is shot 

through with simplicity in diet, clothing, bedding, etc.  While the RB stresses simplicity it also allows for 

adequacy and sufficiency. “There is sufficiency but not superfluity.”1 There is to be enough food, enough 

warmth, and flexibility in order for the monks to accomplish the Work of God that is prayer. The rule 

does not call for any histrionics of asceticism. “In drawing up its regulations, we hope to set down 

nothing harsh, nothing burdensome” (RB Prologue, 46, emphasis added).  

Consider the following rules from The Rule of St. Benedict specific to a simple way of life: 
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Rule 22, “(1) The monks are to sleep in separate beds. They receive bedding as provided by the abbot, 

suitable [sufficient] to monastic life…” and Rule 55, “(15) For bedding the monks will need a mat, a 

woolen blanket and a light covering as well as a pillow.” 

Rule 33, “Monks and Private Ownership, (1) Above all this evil practice must be uprooted and removed 

from the monastery (2) We mean that without an order from the abbot, no one may presume to give, 

receive, (3) or retain anything as his own, nothing at all – not a book, writing tablets, or stylus – in short, 

not a single item…” 

Rule 34, “Distribution of Goods According to Need, (3) Whoever needs less should thank God and not be 

distressed, (4) but whoever needs more should feel humble…” (One rule does NOT fit all!)  

Rule 39, “The Proper Amount of Food, (3) Two kinds of cooked food, therefore, should suffice for all the 

brothers, and if fruit or fresh vegetables are available, a third dish may also be added. (4) A generous 

pound of bread is enough… (6) Should it happen that the work is heavier than usual, the abbot may 

decide – and he will have the authority – to grant something additional, provided that it is 

appropriate…” 

Rule 40, “The Proper Amount of Drink, (2) It is, therefore, with some uneasiness that we specify the 

amount of food and drink for others (3) However, with due regard for the infirmities of the sick, we 

believe that a half bottle of wine a day is sufficient for each.” 

Rule 55, “The Clothing and Footwear of the Brothers, (1) The clothing distributed to the brothers should 

vary according to local conditions and climate,… (4) We believe that for each monk a cowl and tunic will 

suffice in temperate regions; (5) in winter a woolen cowl is necessary, in summer a thinner or worn one; 

(6) also a scapular for work, and footwear – both sandals and shoes. (7)…use what is available in the 

vicinity at a reasonable cost… (10) To provide for laundering and night wear, every monk will need two 

cowls and two tunics… (13) Brothers going on a journey… (14) Their cowls and tunics, too, ought to be 

somewhat better than those they ordinarily wear.” 

Consider the simplicity of Cistercian plain chant, no organ and trumpets for their Easter service! 

The language of the Rule is simplicity itself such that it can be understood by the simplest monk. 

Consider the exterior and interior of the Monastery of the Holy Spirit for its austere lines and lack of 

decoration (clutter), which I understand is typical of Cistercian churches. Simplicity is “apparent in 

Cistercian architecture: the monasteries and churches of the Cistercian order, whether built in the 12th 

century or the 20th, are typically remarkable for their aesthetic simplicity.”2 The simplicity of the stained 

glass is in keeping with the simplicity of the architecture. 

Consider the food provided to people on retreat at the Monastery of the Holy Spirit.  I was surprised 

how good the food was, and also adequate (I was offered seconds before I had started the first bowel of 
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soup, which is also a sign of their gracious hospitality) and it was very simple.  My assumption is that the 

monks have a similar diet, without the sweets. 

It seems to me that the purpose of simplicity for Cistercians and Lay Cistercians is to minimize and 

eliminate anything that intrudes on the Work of God: prayer.  These impediments may be different 

things at different times for different people. How does the Cistercian charism of simplicity apply to us 

as Lay Cistercians?  I understand the goal of simplicity is to uncomplicate my life so that I may have the 

time and energy to pray and meditate. In June of 2012 Fr. Anthony led a discussion on Cistercian 

simplicity with the Lay Cistercians as reported in Patheos “One of the most attractive, although 

challenging, of the Cistercian charisms is simplicity.” Activities that were identified by the Lay Cistercians 

that would aid in simplifying their life: 

“letting go” 

“no ostentations clothing” 

“no luxuries” 

“no extravagant foods or possessions” 

“no hoarding”. 

 

A brief list of what I need to do to have a simpler, less complicated, life: 

• Stop buying books and use the public library more; 

• No more electronic gadgets… weed out some of the ones I have; 

• Stop buying stuff and give away stuff ex: business attire; 

• discard old (from college days) mail, note books, etc.; 

• use public transit when possible; 

• reduce the number of credit cards; 

• reduce number of commitments, say “no” with charity, “the spiritual practice of saying no” as 

Barbara Brown Taylor puts it in An Alter in the World (p.122); 

• turn off the TV and the computer; 

• avoid social media; 

• a friend who has a passion for knitting told me about SABLE, an acronym for: Stash Accumulated 

Beyond Life Expectancy.  Reduce the stash! 

 

 How can you apply the Cistercian Charism of simplicity in your life? 
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