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ANSELM, Cur Deus Homo 
 

This question, both infidels are accustomed to bring up against us, ridiculing Christian simplicity 
as absurd; and many believers ponder it in their hearts; for what cause or necessity, in sooth, God 
became man, and by his own death, as we believe and affirm, restored life to the world; when he 
might have done this, by means of some other being, angelic or human, or merely by his will. 
Not only the learned, but also many unlearned persons interest themselves in this inquiry and 
seek for its solution.  
 
Boso. Suffer me, therefore, to make use of the words of infidels; for it is proper for us when we 
seek to investigate the reasonableness of our faith to propose the objections of those who are 
wholly unwilling to submit to the same faith, without the support of reason. For although they 
appeal to reason because they do not believe, but we, on the other hand, because we do believe; 
nevertheless, the thing sought is one and the same.  
 
Boso. For the question is, why God could not save man in some other way, and if so, why he 
wished to do it in this way? For it both seems unbecoming for God to have saved man in this 
way; and it is not clear how the death of the Son avails for the salvation of man. For it is a 
strange thing if God so delights in, or requires, the blood of the innocent, that he neither chooses, 
nor is able, to spare the guilty without the sacrifice of the innocent. 
 
Anselm. Let us suppose, then, that the incarnation of God, and the things that we affirm of him as 
man, had never taken place; and be it agreed between us that man was made for happiness, 
which cannot be attained in this life, and that no being can ever arrive at happiness, save by 
freedom from sin, and that no man passes this life without sin. Let us take for granted, also, the 
other things, the belief of which is necessary for eternal salvation. 

 
Anselm. We must needs inquire, therefore, in what manner God puts away men’s sins; and, in 
order to do this more plainly, let us first consider what it is to sin, and what it is to make 
satisfaction for sin. If man or angel always rendered to God his due, he would never sin. 
Therefore to sin is nothing else than not to render to God his due. Boso. What is the debt which 
we owe to God? Anselm. Every wish of a rational creature should be subject to the will of God. 
This is the debt which man and angel owe to God, and no one who pays this debt commits sin; 
but everyone who does not pay it sins.  . . .  So then, everyone who sins ought to pay back the 
honor of which he has robbed God; and this is the satisfaction which every sinner owes to 
God.  . . . Therefore the honor taken away must be repaid, or punishment must follow. 

 
You have not as yet estimated the great burden of sin. If you should find yourself in the sight of 
God, and one said to you: “Look thither;” and God, on the other hand, should say: “It is not my 
will that you should look;” ask your own heart what there is in all existing things which would 
make it right for you to give that look contrary to the will of God.  . . . Therefore you make no 
satisfaction unless you restore something greater than the amount of that obligation, which 
should restrain you from committing the sin. 
 
Listen to the voice of strict justice; and judge according to that whether man makes to God a real 
satisfaction for his sin, unless, by overcoming the devil, man restore to God what he took from 
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God in allowing himself to be conquered by the devil; so that, as by this conquest over man the 
devil took what belonged to God, and God was the loser, so in man’s victory the devil may be 
despoiled, and God recover his right. 
 
 But if God gives up what man ought freely to render, for the reason that man cannot repay it, 
what is this but saying that God gives up what he is unable to obtain? . . . And truly such 
compassion on the part of God is wholly contrary to the Divine justice, which allows nothing but 
punishment as the recompense of sin. Therefore, as God cannot be inconsistent with himself, his 
compassion cannot be of this nature. 
 
Boso. Surely this is so. But how, then, shall man be saved, if he neither pays what he owes, and 
ought not to be saved without paying? Or, with what face shall we declare that God, who is rich 
in mercy above human conception, cannot exercise this compassion? 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
It ought not to be disputed that rational nature was made holy by God, in order to be happy in 
enjoying Him.  . . . Therefore man, whose nature is rational, was made holy for this end, that he 
might be happy in enjoying God. 
 
Moreover, it is easily proved that man was so made as not to be necessarily subject to death; for, 
as we have already said, it is inconsistent with God’s wisdom and justice to compel man to suffer 
death without fault, when he made him holy to enjoy eternal blessedness. It therefore follows 
that had man never sinned he never would have died. 
 
Now if it be understood that God has made nothing more valuable than rational existence 
capable of enjoying him; it is altogether foreign from his character to suppose that he will suffer 
that rational existence utterly to perish. Therefore, is it necessary for him to perfect in human 
nature what he has begun. But this, as we have already said, cannot be accomplished save by a 
complete expiation of sin, which no sinner can affect for himself. 
 
Moreover, it is necessary that he who can give God anything of his own which is more valuable 
than all things in the possession of God, must be greater than all else but God himself. Therefore 
none but God can make this satisfaction. But none but a man ought to do this, other wise man 
does not make the satisfaction. If it be necessary, therefore, as it appears, that the heavenly 
kingdom be made up of men, and this cannot be effected unless the aforesaid satisfaction be 
made, which none but God can make and none but man ought to make, it is necessary for the 
God-man to make it. 

 
Now, nothing can be more severe or difficult for man to do for God’s honor, than to suffer death 
voluntarily when not bound by obligation; and man cannot give himself to God in any way more 
truly than by surrendering himself to death for God’s honor.  Therefore, he who wishes to make 
atonement for man’s sin should be one who can die if he chooses. 
 
NOW we have found the compassion of God which appeared lost to you when we were 
considering God’s holiness and man’s sin; we have found it, I say, so great and so consistent 
with his holiness, as to be incomparably above anything that can be conceived.  
 


