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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?
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Abbreviations

CDH	Cur Deus Homo


Unless otherwise stated, quotations from Cur Deus Homo are from the following translation:

Saint Anselm, ‘Cur Deus Homo’, Wikisource.
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[bookmark: _Toc132210838]Introduction
Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo (CDH) is a Christological and soteriological apologetic, a didactic to educate believers and non-believers[footnoteRef:1] concerning the need and appropriateness of the Incarnation and the atonement. In so doing, he pays keen attention to God’s imputed reasoning. Boso, Anselm’s debating partner, concludes that Anselm “convinces both Jews and Pagans by the mere force of reason” [footnoteRef:2] rather than employing mainly scriptural arguments. This essay draws on Anselm’s reasoning in CDH concerning the Incarnation and atonement to elicit his understanding of the nature and person of God. Both Anselm’s trinitarian views and John Calvin’s response are shown as relevant in today’s world. Finally, John Polkinghorne presents some ideas in the science-theology debate which restores the Anselmian systematic approach to the Trinity, with a potential avenue for future thinking. [1:  CDH I.1-2]  [2:  CDH II.22 [my emphasis]] 


[bookmark: _Toc132210839]Anselm and Cur Deus Homo
Anselm has been called the second Augustine, a fervent, highly independent investigator and philosopher[footnoteRef:3], indeed, the “the last of the Fathers, and the first of the Scholastics”[footnoteRef:4], recognising the shift in the intellectual history of church and state during his lifetime.[footnoteRef:5] CDH’s specific focus is God’s need for the Incarnation to destroy the lethal effect of mankind’s fall into sin. It adheres to the trinitarian doctrinal statements of the Chalcedonian and PseudoAthanasian Creeds. These influence his arguments for Incarnation, remission of sins and atonement. [3:  Alfred Weber, History Of Philosophy, trans. by F. Tilley (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1907), 212-213 <http://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.260556> [accessed 24 March 2023].]  [4:  Anselm, Aosta, Bec and Canterbury, ed. by David E. Luscombe and G. R. Evans (Sheffield : Sheffield Academic, 1996), 24 <http://archive.org/details/anselmaostabecca0000davi> [accessed 30 March 2023].]  [5:  Rochard Southern in David E. Luscombe and Evans, 24-33.] 


CDH reveals a God who ‘is’, a God who ‘acts’, creates, speaks. CDH reveals God dialoguing with his Creation. The Trinity is revealed through God’s nature and activity: the Godhead is both pre-existent being and agent, both an ‘immanent/ontological’ and ‘economic’ Trinity. God created mankind as holy in order to enjoy eternal blessedness. Had mankind never sinned he would not have died. This would have been inconsistent with God’s justice and wisdom.[footnoteRef:6] Incarnation and atonement are thus intimately linked.[footnoteRef:7] Atonement is impossible without Incarnation.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  CDH II.2]  [7:  Jasper Hopkins in A Companion to Philosophy in the Middle Ages, ed. by Jorge J. E. Gracia, Blackwell Companions to Philosophy, 24, 1. publ. in paperback (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell Publ, 2006), 145.]  [8:  CDH I.12-15, 19-24] 


[bookmark: _Toc132210840]Feudalism and Anselm’s reasoning
Theology can never be static. As a human construct, it is always open to contemporary contextual re-examination[footnoteRef:9], rather like Laurie Greene’s spiral of theological reflection.[footnoteRef:10] Each dogmatic statement responds with the fresh eyes “open to the future”[footnoteRef:11] of the contemporary context. Anselm’s Trinity therefore bears the stamp of his feudal cultural environment, his own theology influenced greatly by that of Augustine. Feudalistic culture places covenantal responsibilities and codes of honour on all parties. Honour given and honour owed are the backbone of a stable society. Lord/Master is bound in mutually covenantal relationship with servant/serf/subject. Both are free to act within its constraints. Any offence which impugns honour requires satisfaction. Anselm reasons that, whilst pre-existent, God has freedom to act as he wills. He graciously and willingly seeks humanity’s salvation to satisfy the debt owed to God for mankind’s impugning of his honour, but also for mankind’s good.[footnoteRef:12] Only the sacrificial death of an infinite being can redeem/satisfy God’s offended honour[footnoteRef:13], only God himself.[footnoteRef:14] Satisfaction is thus a commercial transaction. It is only realisable through someone of equal divine-human standing, Jesus Christ,[footnoteRef:15] and in willing obedience to his Father[footnoteRef:16], for “as one person of the Trinity, he must have had whatever he possessed of his own right, so as to be complete in himself”[footnoteRef:17]. [9:  Daniel L. Migliore, Faith Seeking Understanding: An Introduction to Christian Theology, 2nd ed (Grand Rapids, Mich: W.B. Eerdmans, 2004), 67.]  [10:  Laurie Green, Let’s Do Theology: A Pastoral Cycle Resource Book (London: Continuum, 2001), 24-32, 95.]  [11:  Karl Rahner and Meinold Krauss, I Remember: An Autobiographical Interview with Meinold Krauss (London: SCM Press, 1985), 67-68.]  [12:  CDHII.5]  [13:  CDH I.11-15; II.11, 18(a)]  [14:  CDH II.6]  [15:  CDhI.19; II.3-8]  [16:  CDH II,18(b) onwards]  [17:  CDH II.18(b)] 


In other words, Christ’s death for God’s impugned honour is substitutionary, named by some, Anselm’s “ransom theory of atonement”[footnoteRef:18]. Anselm illustrates Christ’s obedient sacrificial and atoning death, citing Abraham’s obedience to sacrifice his son Isaac and Jesus’ own words about taking up his yoke.[footnoteRef:19] The power of Christ’s atoning death completes the heavenly state and extends “even to those far remote in place and time” [footnoteRef:20], benefitting those living then, but also the dead and the yet unborn.  [18:  Douglas Langston, ‘Scotus’ Departure from Anselm’s Theory of the Atonement’, Recherches de Théologie Ancienne et Médiévale, 50 (1983), 227.]  [19:  CDH II.19, 20, Genesis 22:2ff; Matthew 11:29]  [20:  CD II.16] 


In modern theological reasoning on the Incarnation, emphasis is often placed on the Father-incarnated Son relationship. Anselm categorically affirms this relationship: 
“the Lord Jesus Christ is very God and very man, one person in two natures, and two natures in one person … both Divine and human. In the Incarnation of God there is no lowering of the Deity.”[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  CDH I.8] 

His views on the Trinity and the Incarnation are orthodox:[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Jasper Hopkins in Gracia, 144.] 

“Christ, therefore, came not to do his own will, but that of the Father; for his holy will was not derived from his humanity, but from his divinity.”[footnoteRef:23] [23:  CDH I.9; II.3-5. Cf. John 3:1-21,esp. 3:16-17] 

If, interpreting Karl Rahner’s challenging discussion around the incarnated Logos becoming mankind, rather than ‘God’[footnoteRef:24], the complete triune presence in its ‘three persons/one substance’ is involved in the redemption of mankind. The entire Trinity thus underlies all Anselm’s reasoning in response to Boso’s questioning about the person of the Son being incarnated, rather than that of the Father or Holy Spirit.[footnoteRef:25] [24:  Karl Rahner and Johannes Feiner, The Trinity, Mysterium Salutis (London, [New York]: Burns & Oates; Herder and Herder, 1970), 1-12, esp. footnote 6. Cf. further expansion pp. 73-79 and 103-115]  [25:  CDH II.9-10] 


[bookmark: _Toc132210841]Calvin, Anselm and modern trinitarian theology
From a Western protestant perspective, Anselm’s trinitarian views derive from “particular and yet limited terms”[footnoteRef:26], with its focus not on God’s justice, but on satisfaction of his honour, to which Calvin 400 years later responds. Where Anselm focuses in CDH on systematising the work of Christ, Calvin reasons Christ from the scriptures and in his threefold office of Prophet, King and Priest[footnoteRef:27]. Calvin himself agrees with Anselm, that Christ “held to the unity of the two natures in the person of Christ – God really became a man”[footnoteRef:28] and that Incarnation was a prerequisite for mankind’s atonement.[footnoteRef:29] But Calvin shifts the Anselmian substitutionary atonement of Christ towards penal substitution. Christ becomes humanity’s legal substitute, sacrifice, merit and example[footnoteRef:30], which would enrich preaching today.[footnoteRef:31] Calvin’s reasoning is more compelling: God’s grace is the key which unlocks the entire doctrine of salvation, for God’s love redeems sinners.[footnoteRef:32] For twentieth/twenty-first century Calvinist, R.C. Sproul, Christ’s vicariously expiatory and propitiatory death removes mankind’s sins as the final act commemorated at Yom Kippur “in perfect atonement”[footnoteRef:33]. However, without Christ’s Incarnation and atonement, the Trinity would have little meaning, a fact that is central for Anselm within the reasoning of CDH . [26:  G. R. Evans, Anselm and Talking about God (Oxford : New York: Clarendon Press ; Oxford University Press, 1978), 126-127.]  [27:  Robert A. Peterson, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Atonement (Phillipsburg, N.J: Presbyterian and Reformed Pub. Co, 1983), 27ff.]  [28:  Peterson, 21-22.]  [29:  Peterson, 22.]  [30:  Peterson, 55-63.]  [31:  Peterson, 83-85.]  [32:  Peterson, 83.]  [33:  ‘Cur Deus Homo by R.C. Sproul’, Ligonier Ministries <https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/cur-deus-homo> [accessed 16 March 2023].] 


Anselm’s trinitarian theology lives on and is refreshed within the (post-)modern world’s renewed interest in the Trinity, both Catholic and Protestant. Significant contributors include Karl Rahner, Hans Urs von Balthasar, J.I. Packer, Rowan Williams, Karl Barth and John Millbank, inter alia. A major contribution from John Polkinghorne brings fresh trinitarian insights from the science-theology debate, which suggests exciting questions for future Christian trinitarian enquiry. 

[bookmark: _Toc132210842]John Polkinghorne’s science-theology 
Within the diverse, often vociferous confrontational views seeing Anselm’s traditional doctrine as “utterly incompatible” with the dynamic, processive relational experience of the reality and gravity of suffering today, John Polkinghorne enters the debate[footnoteRef:34]. He views ‘The Theory of Everything’ as being inherently trinitarian: [34:  The Trinity and an Entangled World: Relationality in Physical Science and Theology, ed. by J. C. Polkinghorne (Grand Rapids, Mich: Wm. B. Eerdmans Pub, 2010).] 

“The universe is deeply relational in character and unified in its structure, because it is the creation of the one true God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Polkinghorne, 12.] 

He focuses on “the relationality present in the structure of the universe”[footnoteRef:36] through contributions from leading scientists. These develop reasoning concerning the connectivity between physical sciences and metaphysics/theology, thence towards “relational ontology”[footnoteRef:37] and trinitarian theology. This potentially brings a rapprochement in the continuing Orthodox-Western trinitarian differences, usefully proffering an alternative of “precedence neither to relationality over being nor to being over rationality”[footnoteRef:38]. Valuable contributions come from child development on the nature of relationships and from sociology on how “a charismatic element in human relationships will only find complete fulfilment eschatologically”[footnoteRef:39].  [36:  Polkinghorne, vii.]  [37:  Polkinghorne, viii.]  [38:  Lewis Ayres and John Zizioulas in Polkinghorne, ix, 130-156.]  [39:  Michael Welker and David Martin in Polkinghorne, ix, 157-183.] 


Coakley’s summary of the book[footnoteRef:40] shows how the science-theology debate requires systematic choices to be made relating the trinitarian God to the ontological nature of the physical world. This is utterly compatible with Anselm’s non-faith reasoned proofs for Incarnation, atonement and thence the Trinity. Most importantly, John Zizioulas, she says, releases the block placed by Karl Barth on any form of non-biblical argument regarding trinitarian doctrine. It frees and validates scientists like Polkinghorne to expound their trinitarian views regarding the connectivity between divine relationality and relationality within the physical universe that lies at the heart of natural science. There is a natural and significant correlation between intra-divine relationality of the Trinity and the relationality that physicists may discover in the basic structures of the created universe.[footnoteRef:41] This revisits the East-West theological disagreements in discussions to establish “the relation between relationality-in-God (the Trinity), on the one hand, and relationality-in-the-physical-world, on the other”[footnoteRef:42], hopefully inspiring greater ecumenical understanding.  [40:  Sarah Coakley in Polkinghorne, 184-199.]  [41:  Sarah Coakley in Polkinghorne, 191.]  [42:  Sarah Coakley in Polkinghorne, 192.] 


Responding to the reality and gravity of suffering today, modern theologians are often distracted by the current fragmentation into single-issue experiential Christian theologies. Coakley suggests this potentially uniting quest: 
“What exactly does [the central philosophical categories of “relation” and “causation” regarding the fundamental “holistic connectivity” in the universe] mean, and how does it depend on the clarification of the concept of “relation” and “cause”? Participation in divine trinitarian “relationality” would require some radical reworking - indeed, purgation - of the fallen creation’s use and understanding of relation, a reworking such as glimpsed by Paul in his “proto-Trinitarian” vision of the cosmos, and its ends (Romans 8).”[footnoteRef:43]  [43:  Sarah Coakley in Polkinghorne, 198-199] 


[bookmark: _Toc132210843]Closing remarks
In many ways, CDH is a very modern treatise. The need for incarnation and appropriateness of atonement, seen in light of Anselm’s reasoned philosophical approach and Calvin’s approach based on totally scriptural enquiry, have certainly influenced trinitarian thinking up to the present day. Theology cannot remain static; it is culturally interpreted. It reveals flaws in the Anselmian and Calvinist arguments, notably in the work of theologians such as Barth and Rahner. With Polkinghorne’s views on the compatibility of science and theology, fresh avenues to explore trinitarian theology point to exciting enquiries into trinitarian relationality. These potentially re-ignite science’s contribution to theology, whilst maintaining the integrity of traditional trinitarianism appropriate for the present age.
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