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Cur Deus Homo 

To what extent, if at all, is the person and work of Christ as explained in Anselm’s Cur
Deus Homo (as found in the extracts provided) a contribution to our understanding of the Doctrine
of the Trinity?
The Cur Deus Homo (Why God Became Man) contributes to our understanding of the Doctrine of the Trinity by constructing a theology of the atonement which is reliant upon Christ’s independence from the Father, so that the Son might satisfy the Father’s need for justice. The Cur Deus Homo is predicated upon Christ’s divinity being equal to that of the Father and thus avoids any subordinationism. 
For Anslem, it is essential that Christ is both fully God and fully man so that His sacrifice is quantitatively sufficient to save the human race. God Incarnate is crucified to satisfy God the Father’s justice and therefore they cannot be one person. Anslem relies upon a Chalcedonian understanding of the hypostatic union – Christ must be fully God and fully man in order that Christ may act on behalf of humankind; he must be fully God to repay that which is owed. 
One possible consequence of the person and work of Christ as explained in the Cur Deus Homo is that it invites a functional understanding of the Trinity, whereby Christ has the function of satisfying the requirements of God the Father. God the Father is beholden to execute justice and the Son operates to satisfy this demand. 
Anselm’s Christology is by nature a repudiation of Nestorian Christology, which had maintained the separation of Christ’s two natures. Consequently Nestorianism attributed Christ’s death to His human rather than divine nature. [footnoteRef:1] The Council of Chalcedon (451), of which Anselm is congruent, promulgated Christ’s two natures in one person (hypostasis). Chalcedonian Christology maintained that Christ was fully human, yet without sin. It also affirmed Christ’s two natures, human and divine, whilst rejecting the view that these natures had been mixed or altered. [footnoteRef:2] Chalcedonian Christology would become essential to the soteriology of Cur Deus Homo: “Christ is very God and very man, one person in two natures in one person.”[footnoteRef:3]  Christ’s omnipotence makes it possible for Him to choose death. [footnoteRef:4] [1:  Gerald O'Collins, Christology A Bibilical, Historical, And Sytematic Study of Jesus (Bath: Oxford University Press, 1995), 186-187. ]  [2:  O'Collins, Christology, 192-193. ]  [3:  Anselm, Proslogium; Monologium; An Appendix In Behalf of the Fool By Gaunilon; And Cur Deus Homo, trans Sidney Norton Deane (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company,1903), 190. ]  [4:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 256. ] 

Earlier Christologies had focused their soteriology on Christ as conquer or ransom to the devil, both of which synthesised the efficacy of the crucifixion and the resurrection. Whereas the Cur Deus Homo rejects the notion of ransom and gives primacy to satisfaction.  For Anselm, the devil had no right to detain humanity and God had every right to forcibly liberate humankind.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo,188- 189. ] 

Through sin, humanity has abandoned its obligation to God. Sin, for Anslem, is a failure “to render to God his due.”[footnoteRef:6] Foregoing their infinite obligation to an infinite God, humanity must provide a supererogatory satisfaction for their offence. Humans, restricted by time and space, are unable to achieve this. Thus, for Anslem the hypostatic union becomes central to salvation, by placing the necessary human responsibility on Christ, satisfaction is achieved. Christ, who is free from sin, pays back that which is owed to God on behalf of humanity. [footnoteRef:7] It is fitting that obedience restores disobedience. [footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Anslem, Cur Deus Homo, 202. ]  [7:  O'Collins, Christology, 199-200. ]  [8:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 183. ] 

The Cur Deus Homo presents a divine dilemma where God has two choices: extract from humanity satisfaction or inflict punishment upon humankind.[footnoteRef:9] A worrying implication for the Trinity is Anselm’s willingness to make God’s omnipotence subject to the demands of a criteria of justice which he claims is bound to God’s nature. He fails to frame soteriology as a restoration of a fractured relationship and instead views the function of Christ as a solution to a contractual dilemma.  [9:  Hart, “Redemption and Fall”, in The Cambridge Companion to Christian Doctrine, ed. Colin E. Gunton (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 200. ] 

One can find issue with Anselm’s theology of atonement without accusing him of developing a form of penal substitution. Hart maintains that Anslem “not only did not hold, but went out of his way to avoid” the doctrine of penal substitution. [footnoteRef:10] However, Anselm sets the foundations for such a theology to develop.  [10:  Hart, “Redemption and the Fall”, 199.] 

The doctrine of the penal substitution evolves in reformed theology by borrowing Anselmian notions of satisfaction and fusing them with the belief in a God who desires vengeance and the infliction of suffering as punishment for sin. This development would distort “the trinitarian dynamic of Calvary, where the Son offers himself in obedient love to the Father in the empowerment of the Spirit.” [footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Hart, “Redemption and the Fall”, 202. ] 

However, Anselm did not explicitly promote this doctrine in Cur Deus Homo. Instead, Christ suffered the crucifixion, not necessarily as a result of the Father’s demand for placation, but instead as a consequence of living in full obedience to God the Father, “on account of his obedience in maintaining holiness.” [footnoteRef:12] Christ is subject to the passion because to live in obedience to the Father results in Him being rejected and despised by a fallen world. God the Father is satisfied by Christ’s obedience not by Christ’s painful death.   [12:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 194.] 

Christ was not compelled by the Father to die or killed involuntarily. [footnoteRef:13] Instead, His life is offered willingly: “what he suffered, not demanded by obedience, but inflicted on him, because he kept his obedience perfect.” [footnoteRef:14] [13:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 191. ]  [14:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 192. ] 

The Cur Deus Homo has the consequence of turning salvation into an event rather than a process of transformation. A doctrine of atonement which is framed as an historical event is vulnerable to neglecting the transformative effect of an individual’s union with the life of the Trinity. It also fails to articulate how the Incarnate Word enters into and recreates the human condition. 
Cur Deus Homo presents the atonement as an act of the Trinity; the Son had agreed with the Father and the Spirit that His death was the only means through which He could reveal His omnipotence. [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 194. ] 

Humanity’s failure to offer God that which He is due is an act of dishonour and it is insufficient to simply restore that which has been taken, it is also required that something additional to that which has been taken is repaid.  [footnoteRef:16] Anslem concludes that it would be impossible for God the Father to allow sin to God unpunished or without compensation as “there will be no difference between the guilty and the not guilty; and this is unbecoming to God.” [footnoteRef:17] Anselm continues that if injustice were to be forgiven, without repayment, injustice would be subject to no law and thus like God.[footnoteRef:18] However, this seems incongruent with the command to forgive unconditionally. Anselm’s inadequate response is that vengeance belongs exclusively to God. [footnoteRef:19] [16:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 202-203. ]  [17:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 203. ]  [18:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 204. ]  [19:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 204.] 

Anselm predicates his theory of satisfaction on God’s attributes; God can only act in a way consistent with His nature. Just as it is impossible for God to lie it is unfitting for God to act unjustly as inconsistent with His will, for Anselm this extends to God’s inability to forgive sin without punishment or repayment. [footnoteRef:20] [20:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 205-206. ] 

The Anselmian construal of divine justice requires that if the sinner’s debt is unpaid, God must subject the sinner to torments to extract that which belongs to God: honour. [footnoteRef:21]Anslem furthers this by noting the “unseemliness” of a universe where sin went unpunished and God would be “deficient in his management” unless “satisfaction or punishment” is executed. [footnoteRef:22] It would not be fitting for the Trinity to reconcile with humankind without “an atonement, in substitution”.[footnoteRef:23] Despite God’s requirement for justice is would be inconsistent with His nature to allow His creation “utterly to perish.”[footnoteRef:24]  [21:  Anslem, Cur Deus Homo, 207. ]  [22:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 210.]  [23:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 223.]  [24:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 242. ] 

For Anslem, God does not save out of necessity; God’s redemptive work is completed of His grace. This is a necessity to the extent that it is consistent with His “unchangeable goodness.”[footnoteRef:25] However, Anselm’s understanding of God’s grace seems to have little support in the New Testament which avoids framing redemption in terms of altering God’s view of humanity, rather humanity’s attitude to God is restored. The prodigal son is forgiven without an act of propitiation (Luke 15 11-32). [footnoteRef:26] [25:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 244. ]  [26:  Gerald O’Collins, Jesus Our Redeemer: A Christian Approach to Salvation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 140.] 

Anselm maintains that that which is offered to God as repayment for dishonour is required to be greater than all but God: “[t]herefore none but God can make this satisfaction.”[footnoteRef:27] However, for satisfaction to be made it must be made by the offender: “other-wise man does not make the satisfaction”. [footnoteRef:28] Thus the Incarnation of the “God-man” is necessary.  [footnoteRef:29] [27:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 245. ]  [28:  Ibid. ]  [29:  Ibid. ] 

Anslem returns to the Trinitarian concerns of Chalcedon when he articulates the need for the two natures of Christ to remain complete in the Incarnation so that the Divine and human natures are not “commingled as that a third should be produced from the two which is neither wholly Divine nor wholly human.” [footnoteRef:30] Anslem adds an important contribution to the hypostatic union when he claims that this coming together of natures cannot mean that they are held separately in one person, so that the divine nature is not human and the human nature not divine. [footnoteRef:31] The God-man must preserve the perfect completeness of both natures so that the satisfaction made is quantitatively sufficient (concerning His Divine nature) and representative of those who ought to make repayment (concerning His human nature). [footnoteRef:32]  [30:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 245]  [31:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 246.]  [32:  Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, 246. ] 

Anselm contributes further to our understanding of the Trinity by excluding the possibility of the Godhead having been made incarnate in one person. [footnoteRef:33] However, Anselm’s justification for this is at risk of anthropomorphising the Trinity: the Father could not become incarnate because there would then be two sons in the Trinity. Furthermore, the incarnation would threaten the nobility of the second son. [footnoteRef:34]  The procession of the Trinity makes it “more proper” for the Son to intercede with the Father. [footnoteRef:35] Anselm is failing to recognise the limits of univocal language when applied to the Trinity.  [33:  Anslem, Cur Deus Homo, 250. ]  [34:  Ibid. ]  [35:  Anslem, Cur Deus Homo, 251. ] 

The primary shortcoming of the Cur Deus Homo is that it undermines God’s mercy. The Anselmian atonement attempts to maintain God’s mercy through the God-man paying the price of human sin. However, we are left with the unpalatable condition that God the Father cannot forgive without a supererogatory act of obedience. Surely, mercy must entail “foregoing at least some of what is owed.” [footnoteRef:36] [36:  Eleonore Stump, Atonement (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 78.] 

Whist the Cur Deus Homo contributes to some extent to our understanding of the `Trinity, in particular through its commitment to the full humanity and divinity of Christ, it fails to articulate the love of God manifest in the Incarnation. Instead, we are presented with a Christology which is preoccupied with the function of placating God the Father’s demand for justice. 
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