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How is the Person and Work of Christ in Anselm a Contribution to our Understanding of the Doctrine of the Trinity?

In considering the above question, I shall briefly outline what I see as the main Christological themes throughout Cur Deus Homo, then consider how the text informs our understanding of the doctrine of the Trinity.

I begin by noting (as with Athanasius’s On the Incarnation of the Word), Cur Deus Homo is an apologetic work addressing the necessity of the incarnation of Christ to affect salvation. As such, Anslem is primarily concerned with a defence of the full divinity and humanity of Christ as a logical requirement within his particular theology of the atonement. Whilst he writes within the boundaries of Nicene orthodoxy, and elsewhere specifically defends the doctrine of the Trinity, there is sparse mention throughout the text of the Holy Spirit or the mutual working of the triune God in salvation.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  A.E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An introduction, 6th edition (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell.2017), p.260.] 


Whilst a thorough exegesis of the Christological themes throughout Cur Deus Homo is beyond the scope of this work, I here outline three areas. 

Firstly, the manner in which Christ affects salvation. Compared to earlier patristic atonement theologies, a shift occurs in Anslem with the focus on God the Father demanding “satisfaction” for humanity’s sin.[footnoteRef:2] For Anselm, sin is an offence and dishonour to God that demands either punishment or satisfaction.[footnoteRef:3] God does not will to punish humanity with death as that would be counter to His original intended purpose for their happiness,[footnoteRef:4] so the latter is the only option. However, even a singular act of disobedience against a God of infinite honour necessitates a payment of infinite worth, something humankind is incapable of doing. Further, in Anslem’s logic, satisfaction must pay back that which was taken (God’s honour) in addition to making payment for the wrong of taking it in the first place.[footnoteRef:5] If humanity were to perfectly obey, they would merely be offering the first of these requirements, thus full satisfaction remains outstanding. The only man who can offer God an act that is above and beyond full obedience in life (namely, an underserved but freely chosen death) is the “God-man” Jesus Christ. To quote Gerard O’Collins:  [2:  G. O’Collins, Christology: A Biblical, Historical and Systematic Study of Jesus, 2nd edition (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2009), pp.203-205.]  [3:  St. Anslem, Cur Deus Homo, translated by S.N. Deane (Chicago: The Open Court Publishing Company, 1924), pp.203-204. Accessed at Christian Classics Ethereal Library on 15/3/21: https://ccel.org/ccel/anselm/basic_works/basic_works.i.html]  [4:  Ibid., pp.224-225.]  [5:  Ibid., pp.226-230.] 


“Only the God-man can offer something of infinite value…only the God-man has something to offer”.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  O’Collins, Christology, p204.] 


It is thus necessary for the incarnation to take place as, for Anslem, it is the only way satisfaction for sin can be made by a human. 

Secondly, it is necessary that the man Jesus Christ consists of a fully human and fully divine nature, “with no co-mingling”.[footnoteRef:7] In accord with the Nicene creedal confession, Anselm’s atonement theory requires Christ to be made from the sinful substance of “Adam’s race”[footnoteRef:8] as the one who owed God, yet to simultaneously be divine as only God Himself could satisfy the infinite debt. Of note, whilst not developed further in Cur Deus Homo, Anslem explicitly states it is the human nature in Christ that suffers on the cross, whilst the divine nature remains impassible: “There is no lowering of the Deity in the incarnation, but an exaltation of humanity”.[footnoteRef:9] There is no mention of Father, Spirit or Son (outside the human nature of the incarnate Christ) participating in the suffering of Jesus. [7:  St. Anslem, Cur Deus Homo, p.245.]  [8:  Ibid p.248]  [9:  Ibid., p.191.] 


Thirdly, Anslem devotes considerable space debating the notion of divine will in the economy of salvation. Specifically, the question raised pertains to whether Jesus was constrained within the will of the Father to die for humanity, or if He was able to freely choose to do so. For Anselm, Christ’s obedience to the Father and His own free will are not mutually exclusive categories: 

“For the Father did not compel him to suffer death, or even allow him to be slain, against his will, but of his own accord he endured death for the salvation of men”.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid.] 


On the contrary (and in a rare specifically trinitarian phrase), the Son had already “agreed with the Father and the Holy Spirit” that the only way to affect salvation was by his death.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid., p.193.] 


At stake here is the issue of whether or not the Father directly willed the death of the Son, a theme that would be developed, in later Protestant evangelical theologies, into various models of Penal Substitutionary Atonement. However, whilst the dominant image explicating the atonement is undoubtedly Christ’s death making payment (or “satisfaction”) for humanity’s dishonouring of God, Anselm is clear that the Father does not will the death of the Son per se. Rather, the Son freely chooses to obey the Father, living a life of perfect holiness, which results in Him being killed by sinful humanity.[footnoteRef:12] That this is the only way to save humanity requires that the Father (and thus the Son also) wills it to be so. This is in contrast to the “vindicative God”[footnoteRef:13] caricature of certain popular level Penal Substitutionary Atonement theologies (which have often been attributed to Anselm). [12:  Ibid., pp.196-197.]  [13:  G. O’Collins, Jesus Our Redeemer: A Christian Approach to Salvation (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2007), p.135.] 


Regarding how Cur Deus Homo informs our understanding of the Trinity, it cannot be denied that there is little in Anselm’s atonement theology that is positively trinitarian, for which he has been severely criticised.[footnoteRef:14] As Alistair McGrath tersely states: “Anselm does not offer a trinitarian account of atonement.”[footnoteRef:15] Likewise Colin Gunton, whilst largely sympathetic of Anselm, concurs that he makes “too little…of salvation being realised through the involvement of the triune god in human history”.[footnoteRef:16] It is clear Anselm’s soteriology prioritises the role of the Son in providing “satisfaction” to the Father, in a transaction that seems external, lacking any notion of a renewed ongoing relationship with God being made real.[footnoteRef:17] The atonement for Anselm requires no ministry of the human Jesus of Nazareth, no resurrection, no involvement of the Holy Spirit, and communicates little of the “immanent Trinity”. It is thus easier to articulate how later works have explicated the atonement in stark contrast to Anslem, with a particular Trinitarian focus. Balthasar, for example, interpreted the death of Christ as an “inner-trinitarian drama” whereby the eternal generation of the Son expresses the “kenosis” of the Father, even before the incarnation.[footnoteRef:18] Jürgen Moltmann, writing in The Crucified God and elsewhere, argues that the death of Jesus must be understood in trinitarian terms, with the suffering of the Son not being confined to the human nature of Jesus (as in Anselm), but to the Father also who “suffers the death of the Son in the infinite grief of love”.[footnoteRef:19] Whilst Anslem could not be accused of heresy, it is difficult to see how Cur Deus homo articulates one God in three Persons participating in salvation.  [14:  D. Brown, “Anselm on the Atonement”. In B. Davies and B. Leftow (eds.) The Cambridge Companion to Anselm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), p.279. ]  [15:  McGrath, Christian Theology, p.260.]  [16:  C. Gunton, The Actuality of Atonement; A Study of Metaphor, Rationality and the Christian Tradition. (London: T&T Clark, 1988), p.93.]  [17:  Ibid, pp.93-94.]  [18:  G. O’Collins, The Tripersonal God: Understanding and Interpreting the Trinity. (London: Continuum, 1999), p.157.]  [19:  J. Moltmann, The Crucified God (London: SCM, 1974), p.243.] 


Nevertheless, I propose there is a theme that has received little commentary in the secondary literature, but which would be consistent with later more developed trinitarian understanding, and that is the shared will within the Godhead. For Anslem, the divine will for the incarnation and death of the Son was shared by the Father, Son and Spirit.[footnoteRef:20] Whilst his argument on the necessity of the incarnation proposes to show that God was not constrained from without when the Son assumed human flesh, Anselm’s logic requires (albeit tangentially) that within God there was an agreed will (between Father and Son) for the death of Jesus to take place, and that this took place within the eternal and unchangeable will of God: [20:  St. Anselm, Cur Deus Homo, p193.] 


“Anselm: Why was it true, before he died, that he was certainly to die? 
Boso: Because this was his free and unchangeable desire. 
Anselm: If, then, as you say, he could not avoid death because he was certainly to die, and was on this account certainly to die because it was his free and unchangeable desire, it is clear that his inability to avoid death is nothing else but his fixed choice to die”.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Ibid., p.272.] 


To uphold the free will of God against the need to act and save humanity, Anselm makes clear God acts freely and of his own will. Salvation requires the incarnation, but the necessity takes place within the pre-determined will of God, not the will of God acting within an externally enforced necessity:

“If you wish to know the real necessity of all things which he did and suffered, know that they were of necessity, because he wished them to be. But no necessity preceded his will. …had he not willed they would not have existed.”[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ibid., p.277, italics my own.] 


Thus, there is a mutual and agreed will among the Persons of the Trinity, from before creation, for the Son to be incarnated, suffer and die. Whilst not explicated further by Anslem, this is harmonious with the later trinitarian writings (e.g. of Moltmann) whereby the self-giving of the Son and the giving up of the Father is an eternal participation of the Trinity, not just an event experienced by the human Jesus on the cross.

In summary, Cur Deus Homo, in contrast to earlier atonement theologies, argues for the necessity of the incarnation as the only logical solution to humanity’s sin against an infinitely worthy God. The incarnate Son must be fully human, partaking of sinful human flesh of the race of Adam, and fully God so as to be able to offer back to God an infinitely worthy payment. By freely choosing an underserved death, the Son makes “satisfaction” to the Father and humanity’s debt is paid. Whilst writing within the boundaries of orthodoxy, there is a paucity of specifically trinitarian theology in Anselm’s account of the atonement. However, his explication of the will of God, whilst aiming to defend God against notions of Him being constrained to act from without, could be developed further into a mutual and eternal will (between the three Persons) to affect salvation by means of the incarnation, brining Cur Deus Homo more in line with trinitarian theology.
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