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INTRODUCTION

In 1056 the 23-year-old Anselm left his native Aosta, in what is now North-

ern Italy, to escape his increasingly hostile father.At the time he could hardly

have foreseen that he would become the person we know as Saint Anselm, a

man of striking spiritual depth and the greatest philosopher-theologian of

Western Christianity in the eight hundred years between Augustine and

Thomas Aquinas.Apart from a short-lived bout of religious fervor in his teens,

Anselm had not at that point shown any great yearning for the monastic life.

After leaving home, he wandered more or less aimlessly through Burgundy

and France, probably trying out the teaching available from the entrepreneur-

ial teacher-scholars who were so much a feature of that place and time.

In 1059 he came to Normandy, where his interest was captured by the Bene-

dictine abbey at Bec, whose famous school was under the direction of Lan-

franc, the abbey’s prior. Lanfranc was a scholar and teacher of wide reputation,

and under his leadership the school at Bec had become an important center

of learning, especially in dialectic. In 1060 Anselm decided to become a monk

himself. He threw himself into monastic life with his whole heart, excelling

not only as a teacher, but also as a spiritual guide. His intellectual and spiritual

gifts brought him rapid advancement, and when Lanfranc was appointed

abbot of Caen in 1063,Anselm was elected to succeed him as prior.

Anselm’s earliest major work, the Monologion (1075–76),1 reflects his concern

for the spiritual and intellectual development of the monks in his charge. It is,

as he explains in the prologue, a guide or template for his monks to follow in

reflecting on what Anselm calls “the reason of faith.” By “the reason of faith”

(ratio fidei) Anselm means the intrinsically rational character of Christian doc-

trines in virtue of which they form a coherent and rationally defensible sys-

tem. The doctrines of the Christian faith are intrinsically rational, Anselm

believes, because they concern the nature and activity of God, who is himself

supreme reason and exemplifies supreme wisdom in everything he does.And

because human beings are rational by nature, we can grasp the reason of faith.

Anselm’s monks had insisted that this guide to the reason of faith be purely

rational. In other words,Anselm was not to rely on scriptural or other author-

ity but on argument alone. When Anselm submitted the Monologion for the

approval of his old master Lanfranc, by then the Archbishop of Canterbury,

Lanfranc complained about the lack of any appeals to authority. Anselm as-

sured his former superior that there was nothing in the Monologion that could

vii
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not be found in Scripture or in Augustine, but he made no changes in the

work itself, and he never submitted another work for Lanfranc’s approval.

Anselm never wavered in his belief that it is legitimate for Christians to ex-

plore the reason of faith without relying on authority.

When Anselm looked back over the Monologion he was struck by how com-

plicated a chain of argument it involved. So he began to look for an easier way

to reach the conclusions he had argued for in the Monologion: a “single argu-

ment” (really, a single form or pattern of argument) that would prove every-

thing he wanted to prove. Anselm’s search for this master argument became

something of an obsession with him; in fact, he tells us that he began to see it

as a temptation and tried (unsuccessfully, as it turned out) to stop thinking

about it.

The master argument finally came to him, and in the Proslogion (1077–78)

he wrote up the argument and showed how it could be used to generate a

wide range of conclusions about God. Unlike the Monologion, in which

Anselm adopted the role of someone trying to figure out by reason what he

should believe, the Proslogion is written from the perspective of someone who

already believes in God and is seeking to understand what he believes. The

style of the two works is also quite different.The Monologion is straightforward,

unadorned argumentation; the Proslogion is a passionate address to God in the

style of Anselm’s prayers and meditations. In spite of these differences in per-

spective and style, however, Anselm assures us that the Monologion and the

Proslogion have the same aim: he wrote them both “mainly so that what we

hold by faith concerning the divine nature and persons, leaving aside the In-

carnation, could be proved by necessary reasons, independently of the author-

ity of Scripture” (On the Incarnation of the Word 6).

The central argument of the Proslogion is found in Chapters 2 through 4, in

which Anselm attempts to show that the Psalmist’s “fool,” who has “said in his

heart,‘There is no God’” (81–82), can be convinced by reason alone that God

does indeed exist.Almost immediately Anselm’s argument found a sharp critic

in an otherwise unknown monk named Gaunilo of Marmoutiers.Anselm was

so pleased with Gaunilo’s “Reply on Behalf of the Fool,” and with the oppor-

tunity it gave him to clarify and extend his reasoning in the Proslogion, that he

wrote a reply to Gaunilo and insisted that the exchange with Gaunilo be in-

cluded whenever anyone copied the Proslogion.

In 1078 Anselm was elected abbot upon the death of Herluin, the founder

and first abbot of Bec. Even as prior Anselm had been in over his head. He

was bad at handling money, easily flustered when things did not go his way,

and inept at getting others to do what he wanted. Though he found his new

duties as abbot even more burdensome than the old ones, he did at least man-

age to keep writing. In 1080–86 he composed three philosophical dialogues:

On Truth, On Freedom of Choice, and On the Fall of the Devil.Anselm described
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them in his preface as “treatises pertaining to the study of Holy Scripture,” but

they are not scriptural commentaries in the usual sense. Instead, they are de-

voted to elucidating scriptural language through rational argument.

For example, On Truth begins by noticing that we speak of God as Truth.We

derive such language from Scripture: Jesus identifies himself as the Truth in

John 14:6, and 1 John 5:6 identifies the Spirit as Truth.2 If we are to under-

stand this scriptural language, we have to figure out what it could mean to

speak of God as Truth. Is this our ordinary use of ‘truth’, as when we speak of

the truth of a statement or an opinion? And if it is, how can the Truth that is

God be connected with the truth that statements and opinions have? Further-

more, Jesus speaks of “doing the truth” in John 3:21, so there must also be

truth in actions. But what could that be? And how is it connected to the truth

of statements, on the one hand, and the Truth that is God, on the other? In

the same vein, one important line of argument in On Freedom of Choice is in-

tended to elucidate the scriptural claim that “one who commits sin is a slave

to sin” ( John 8:34). For it would seem that if we can be enslaved by sin, we

are weaker than sin or somehow subject to its power.And then what becomes

of freedom and moral responsibility? Here again, in order to understand what

Scripture is saying, we are driven to ask philosophical questions.

The three dialogues were Anselm’s last major works as Abbot of Bec. He

continued to serve as abbot until 1093, when he was enthroned as Archbishop

of Canterbury over his own vehement objections. Though some observers at

the time thought his professions of reluctance were insincere (a suspicion that

has been shared by a handful of scholars in more recent years), it seems alto-

gether plausible that he genuinely did not want to be archbishop. The posi-

tion would mean even more administrative responsibility, which he greatly

disliked; it would take him even further away from the normal monastic life

that he had come to love so fervently; and—worst of all—it would mean

contending with England’s venal and ruthless king,William II.Anselm’s strug-

gles with the king proved to be as vexatious as he must have feared.

Around this time Anselm was drawn into a theological controversy over

Trinitarian doctrine. Roscelin of Compiègne, a renowned teacher who would

later tangle with Peter Abelard as well, had raised a problem for the doctrine

of the Trinity. He argued that either the three Persons of the Trinity are three

distinct things, like three human beings, or else the Father and the Holy Spirit

were incarnate along with the Son. Roscelin chose the first option; worse yet,

he claimed that Anselm and Lanfranc had taught the same thing. To refute

Roscelin’s position Anselm wrote a letter On the Incarnation of the Word. The

INTRODUCTION ix
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3 See the Schmitt text cited in The Lambeth Fragments.

first version was an open letter, addressed to the whole Christian world.

Anselm tells us that he left that version unfinished because he had heard that

Roscelin recanted his position. But then Roscelin recanted his recantation,

and Anselm revised and extended his earlier attack. The final version of the

letter (1094), which is included in this volume, was addressed to Pope Urban

II. To the revised version of his solution of Roscelin’s dilemma Anselm added

a discussion of the proper approach to theological disputation, as well as argu-

ments about why it was most fitting for the Son to be incarnate, rather than

the Father or the Holy Spirit.

Not long after Anselm became archbishop, he began a work that would ex-

plore the reason of the one central part of the Christian faith he had yet to in-

vestigate: the Incarnation. His aim was to show that even if we knew nothing

of an historical Christ, we would be able to show by reason alone that in order

to heal the breach that sin has made between God and humanity, God would

have to become incarnate and offer his own life. So he called the work Cur

Deus Homo: “Why God Became a Human Being.”

The argument of Cur Deus Homo takes off from the objection that the Chris-

tian account of redemption represents God as acting in an irrational and un-

seemly way. The arguments by which Anselm seeks to defuse this objection

are quite complicated and touch on a number of different issues, but there are

two main threads that run through all of them. First, if we human beings fall,

God has to offer us reconciliation. Having made us for the sake of happiness,

God cannot simply abandon us to wretchedness and sin; to do so would be to

allow us to thwart his plan for us. It would make it look as though either God

had changed his mind about his purposes for human nature (thus impugning

God’s wisdom), or he was unable to bring those purposes to fulfillment (thus

impugning God’s power).And second, the only way for God to offer this rec-

onciliation is through the voluntary self-offering of a God-man. In other

words, far from being irrational, the death of God Incarnate is the only ration-

ally acceptable way for God to effect a reconciliation between himself and us.

Anselm notes in his preface that he was forced to complete Cur Deus Homo

in haste:“If I had been allowed freedom from distractions and enough time to

work on it, I would have included and added quite a few things that I have

left unsaid” (238). Two other works translated here may well represent what

was missing from Cur Deus Homo.Anselm’s editor, F. S. Schmitt, believed that

Anselm would have “included” (or interpolated) the discussions “of power, of

necessity, of will, and of certain other things” to which he refers in Cur Deus

Homo 1.1 and “added” (or appended) the treatment of original sin he post-

poned in Cur Deus Homo 2.17.3 Anselm never put his thoughts on power,
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necessity, and will in final form, but sketches of a discussion of those topics are

preserved in the Lambeth Fragments. He did, however, supply the missing 

appendix, a work On the Virginal Conception, and on Original Sin (1099).

Though Anselm had begun Cur Deus Homo in England, he finished it abroad

in 1098, having been forced into exile in November 1097 as a result of vari-

ous disputes with the king. Anselm had asked permission three times to go see

the pope to seek his advice. The king refused, and when Anselm left anyway,

William refused to let him return to England.

William died in 1100, and the new king, Henry I, invited Anselm to return

to England.Yet it was not long before Henry and Anselm were at odds, and

Anselm found himself in exile again from 1103 to 1106.Anselm did not man-

age to do any significant writing during his second exile, but after his return

he completed one more work: De concordia (1107–08), in which he reconciled

human free choice with divine foreknowledge, predestination, and grace. By

this time Anselm had become seriously ill and was so weak that he had to be

carried around on a litter. It was becoming clear that he would not live to

write a treatise on the origin of the soul, as he had hoped. On Tuesday of Holy

Week, 21 April 1109, Anselm died peacefully, surrounded by the monks of

Canterbury.
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A NOTE ON THE TRANSLATION

The Latin text translated here is the critical edition of F. S. Schmitt in S.

Anselmi Cantuariensis Archiepiscopi Opera Omnia (Stuttgart-Bad Canstatt:

Friedrich Fromann Verlag, 1968) and “Ein neues unvollendetes Werk des hl.

Anselm von Canterbury,” Beiträge zur Geschichte der Philosophie und Theologie des

Mittelalters Band 33, Heft 3 (1936), 22–43. I have noted any departures from

Schmitt’s text in the footnotes.

An asterisk in the text indicates that the word so marked is explained in the

Glossary. I have generally marked such terms only on their first occurrence in

a chapter and in passages where their use seems especially likely to cause mis-

understanding.

Occasionally the same speaker who ends one chapter begins the next. In

such cases, the new chapter begins without an indication of the speaker.

When Anselm speaks of “the Apostle,” without a proper name, he is re-

ferring to Saint Paul.

Biblical citations are given according to the New Revised Standard Version

of the Bible. In the case of quotations from the Psalms, a citation to the Latin

Vulgate is also given in parentheses.
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MONOLOGION

Prologue

SOME OF THE brethren have often eagerly entreated me to write down some

of the things I have told them in our frequent discussions about how one

ought to meditate on the divine essence, and about certain other things re-

lated to such a meditation, as a sort of pattern for meditating on these things.

Having more regard to their own wishes than to the ease of the task or my

ability to perform it, they prescribed the following form for me in writing this

meditation: absolutely nothing in it would be established by the authority of

Scripture; rather, whatever the conclusion of each individual investigation

might assert, the necessity of reason would concisely prove, and the clarity of

truth would manifestly show, that it is the case, by means of a plain style, un-

sophisticated arguments, and straightforward disputation. They also insisted

that I not disdain to answer even the simple and almost foolish objections that

would occur to me.

Now for a long time I was reluctant to attempt this, and comparing myself

to the task at hand, I tried many arguments to excuse myself. For the more

they wanted what they had asked of me to be easy for them to use, the more

difficult they made it for me actually to accomplish it. Finally, however, I was

overcome by the modest persistence of their entreaties as well as the true

worth of their eagerness, which was not to be slighted. Unwilling to do so be-

cause of the difficulty of the task and the weakness of my own talent, I set out

to do as they had entreated me; but gladly, because of their charity, I accom-

plished it according to their directions, as far as I was able.

I was induced to do so in the hope that whatever I did would be known

only to those who had required it, and that they would soon afterwards de-

spise it as worthless and throw it away with contempt. For I know that I could

not so much satisfy those who had entreated me as put an end to the entreaties

that were hounding me. But somehow—I am not sure how—things did not

turn out as I had hoped. Not only the brethren but also many others took the

trouble to commend this writing to long remembrance, each copying it out

in full for himself.

After frequently reconsidering it, I could not find that I had said anything in

it that was inconsistent with the writings of the Catholic fathers, and especially

1
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See the Glossary entry for substance* (sense 3).

with those of blessed Augustine. Therefore, if it should seem to anyone that I

put forth anything in this work that either is too novel or diverges from the

truth, I ask that he not immediately condemn me as someone who either in-

troduces novelties or asserts falsehoods. Rather, let him first look carefully at

the books of the aforesaid teacher Augustine on the Trinity and then judge my

work according to them. For in saying that the supreme Trinity can be said to

be three substances, I have followed the Greeks, who confess three substances

in one person by the same faith by which we confess three persons in one sub-

stance. For they signify by ‘substance’ in God what we signify by ‘person’.1

Now whatever I said there is put forth in the role of someone who, by

thought alone, disputes and investigates within himself things that he had not

previously realized, just as I knew that they whose request I was aiming to ful-

fill wanted me to do.

But I entreat and eagerly beseech anyone who wishes to copy this work that

he take care to put this preface at the beginning of the book before the chap-

ter titles. For I think it is very helpful for understanding the things he will read

there if someone first knows with what intention and in what way they are

discussed. I also think that anyone who first sees this preface will not be quick

to judge if he finds something asserted contrary to his own opinion.

BASIC WRITINGS2



Chapters

1: That there is something that is best and greatest and supreme among all

existing things

2: On the same thing

3: That there is a certain nature through whom all existing things exist, and

who exists through himself and is supreme among all existing things

4: On the same thing

5: That, just as he exists through himself and other things exist through

him, so he exists from himself and other things exist from him

6: That he does not exist through the help of some other cause that brought

him into existence, and yet neither does he exist through nothing or

from nothing; and in what sense he can be understood to exist

through himself and from himself

7: In what way all other things exist through him and from him

8: In what sense it is to be understood that he made everything from

nothing

9: That with respect to the reason of their maker, the things that were made

from nothing were not nothing before they were made

10: That this reason is an utterance of things, as a craftsman says within him-

self what he is going to make

11: That nonetheless there is much dissimilarity in this comparison

12: That the utterance of the supreme essence is the supreme essence

13: That, just as all things were made through the supreme essence, so also

they remain in existence through him

14: That he exists in all things and through all things, and all things exist from

him and through him and in him

15: What can or cannot be said of him substantially

16: That for him, to be just is the same as to be justice, and the same thing

holds for those things that can be said of him in a similar way, and that

none of these designates what sort of thing or how great he is, but

rather what he is

17: That he is simple in such a way that all the things that can be said of his

essence are one and the same thing in him, and none of them can be

said substantially of him except with respect to what he is

18: That he exists without beginning and without end

3



19: How nothing existed before him and nothing will exist after him

20: That he exists in every place and time

21: That he exists in no place or time

22: How he exists in every place and time and in no place or time

23: How he can be better understood as existing everywhere, rather than as

existing in every place

24: How he can be better understood as existing always, rather than as exist-

ing at every time

25: That he cannot be changed by any accidents

26: In what sense he is to be called a substance, and that he is beyond every

substance, and uniquely is whatever he is

27: That he is not included in a common classification of substances, and yet

he is a substance and an individual spirit

28: That this spirit exists in an unqualified sense, and creatures do not exist

at all compared to him

29: That his utterance is the very same thing as himself; and yet they are not

two spirits but one

30: That this utterance does not consist of many words, but rather is one

Word

31: That this Word is not a likeness of created things but the truth of their

essence, whereas created things are an imitation of that truth; and

which natures are greater and more excellent than others

32: That the supreme spirit utters himself by his coeternal Word

33: That by one Word he utters both himself and what he made

34: How he can be seen to utter creation by his own Word

35: That whatever was made is life and truth in his Word and knowledge

36: In what an incomprehensible way he utters or knows the things he made

37: That whatever he is with respect to creation, his Word is also; neverthe-

less, the two of them together are not so in more than one way

38: That one cannot say what they are two of, and yet they must be two

39: That the Word exists from the supreme spirit by being born

40: That most truly he is the parent and the Word his offspring

41: That he most truly begets and the Word is begotten

42: That he is most truly begetter and Father, and the other is begotten and

Son
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43: A reconsideration of what is common to both and the distinguishing

characteristics of each

44: How one is the essence of the other

45: That the Son can more appropriately be called the essence of the Father

than the Father can be called the essence of the Son; and that simi-

larly the Son is the power and wisdom of the Father, and so on

46: How some of the statements expressed in this way can also be under-

stood in another way

47: That the Son is the understanding of understanding and the truth of

truth, and so on for similar attributes

48: That ‘memory’ signifies the Father just as ‘understanding’ signifies the

Son; and how the Son is the understanding or wisdom of memory, as

well as the memory of the Father and the memory of memory

49: That the supreme spirit loves himself

50: That this love proceeds equally from the Father and the Son

51: That each loves himself and the other with an equal love

52: That this love is as great as the supreme spirit

53: That this love is the very same thing that the supreme spirit is, and yet

together with the Father and the Son he is one spirit

54: That this love proceeds as a whole from the Father and as a whole from

the Son, and yet he is only one love

55: That this love is not their son

56: That only the Father is begetter and unbegotten, only the Son is begot-

ten, and only the love is neither begotten nor unbegotten

57: That this love is uncreated and Creator just as the Father and the Son are,

and yet he and they together are not three, but one uncreated and one

Creator; and that he can be called the Spirit of the Father and the Son

58: That just as the Son is the essence or wisdom of the Father in the sense

that he has the same essence or wisdom as the Father, so also the Spirit

is the essence and wisdom (and similar things) of the Father and the Son

59: That the Father and the Son and their Spirit exist equally in one another

60: That none of them needs another in order to remember, understand, or

love, since each individually is memory and understanding and love

and whatever else is necessarily present in the supreme essence

61: That nevertheless there are not three but one Father, one Son, and one

Spirit of both
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62: How it seems that many sons are born from them

63: How in him there is only one of one

64: That although this cannot be explained, it must nevertheless be believed

65: How a true conclusion has been reached regarding an ineffable thing

66: That through the rational mind one comes closest to knowing the

supreme essence

67: That the mind itself is a mirror and image of him

68: That the rational creature was made for loving him

69: That a soul that always loves him will at some time truly live happily

70: That he gives himself as a reward to the one who loves him

71: That one who disdains him will be eternally miserable

72: That every human soul is immortal

73: That it is either always miserable or at some time truly happy

74: That no soul is unjustly deprived of the supreme good, and that it should

strive after him with all its might

75: That one ought to hope for the supreme essence

76: That one ought to believe in him

77: That one ought to believe equally in the Father, the Son, and their Spirit,

both in each individually and in all three together

78: What is a living and what a dead faith

79: What the supreme essence can in a certain sense be said to be three of

80: That he is Lord of all and rules all and is the only God
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Chapter 1

That there is something that is best and greatest and 

supreme among all existing things

If anyone does not know, either because he has not heard or because he does

not believe, that there is one nature,* supreme among all existing things, who

alone is self-sufficient in his eternal happiness, who through his omnipotent

goodness grants and brings it about that all other things exist or have any sort

of well-being, and a great many other things that we must believe about God

or his creation, I think he could at least convince himself of most of these

things by reason alone, if he is even moderately intelligent.

There are many ways in which he could do this, but I shall set forth the one

that I think would be easiest for him.After all, everyone desires to enjoy only

those things that he thinks good. It is therefore easy for him to turn the eye

of his mind sometimes toward investigating the source of the goodness of

those things that he desires only because he judges that they are good. Then,

with reason leading and him following, he will rationally advance toward

those things of which he is irrationally ignorant. But if in this I say anything

that a greater authority does not teach, I wish to be understood in this way:

even if I present a conclusion as necessary on the basis of arguments that seem

compelling to me, I mean only that it can seem necessary for the time being,

not that it is therefore in fact altogether necessary.

So, then, someone might easily speak silently within himself in this way:

Since there are countless goods, whose great diversity we both experience

through our bodily senses and discern through the reasoning of our mind, are

we to believe that there is some one thing through which all goods whatso-

ever are good? Or are different goods good through different things? Indeed,

to all who are willing to pay attention it is clear and quite certain that all

things whatsoever that are said to be more or less or equally a certain way as

compared to each other are said to be so through something that is not under-

stood as different but rather as the same in diverse things, whether it is de-

tected equally or unequally in them. For whatever just things are said to be

equally or more or less just by comparison with other just things, they must

be understood to be just through justice, which is not different in diverse

things.Therefore, since it is certain that all goods, if they are compared to each

other, are either equally or unequally good, it must be that they are all good

through something that is understood to be the same in diverse good things,

even though it seems that sometimes different goods are said to be good

through different things.

For it seems that a horse is called good through one thing because it is strong

and through another because it is fast.After all, though it seems that the horse

is called good through its strength and good through its speed, it does not
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The expression “through another” appears frequently throughout the Monologion.Wher-

ever it appears, it should be regarded as a shorthand form of “through something other than

itself.” Thus, when Anselm says that something “is good (or exists) through another,” he

means that the source of its goodness (or existence) is something other than itself. The con-

trast, sometimes merely implied but often expressed, is with God, who is whatever he is, not

through another, but through himself.

seem that strength is the same thing as speed.Yet if a horse is good because it

is strong or fast, how is it that a strong and fast robber is bad? So instead, just

as a strong and fast robber is bad because he is harmful, so too a strong and

fast horse is good because it is useful. And indeed, nothing is ordinarily con-

sidered good except either because of some usefulness, as health and things

that contribute to health are called good, or because of some intrinsic value,

as beauty and things that contribute to beauty are regarded as good.

But since the argument we have already considered cannot be refuted in any

way, it must also be the case that all useful or intrinsically valuable things, if

they are genuinely good, are good through the very same thing—whatever

that is—through which all goods must exist. Now who would doubt that this

thing, through which all goods exist, is itself a great good? Therefore, he is

good through himself, since every good exists through him. It follows, there-

fore, that all other things are good through something other than what they

themselves are, and he alone is good through himself. Now no good that 

exists through another2 is equal to or greater than that good who is good

through himself. And so only he who alone is good through himself is

supremely good. For something is supreme if it surpasses others in such a way

that it has neither peer nor superior. Now that which is supremely good is also

supremely great. There is, therefore, some one thing that is supremely good

and supremely great—in other words, supreme among all existing things.

Chapter 2

On the same thing

Now just as it has been found that there is something supremely good, since

all good things are good through some one thing that is good through itself,

in the same way it is inferred with necessity that there is something supremely

great, since whatever great things exist are great through some one thing that

is great through itself. Now I do not mean great in size, as a given body* is

great; rather, [I mean great in the sense] that the greater something is, the bet-

ter or worthier it is, as wisdom is great.And since only what is supremely good

can be supremely great, there must be something greatest and best, that is,

supreme among all existing things.
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Chapter 3

That there is a certain nature through whom all existing things exist, and 

who exists through himself and is supreme among all existing things

Furthermore, not only are all good things good through the same thing, and

all great things great through the same thing, but it seems that all existing

things exist through some one thing. For every existing thing exists either

through something or through nothing. But nothing exists through nothing.

For it is not so much as conceivable that any existing thing does not exist

through something. So whatever exists, exists through something. Since this is

so, either there is one thing, or there are several* things, through which all ex-

isting things exist.

Now if there are several, either they are traced back to some one thing

through which they [all] exist, or each of them exists through itself, or they

exist through each other. But if they exist through one thing, it is no longer

true that all things exist through several things; rather, all things exist through

that one thing through which the several things exist.

If, however, each of them exists through itself, there is surely some one

power or nature of self-existing that they have in order to exist through

themselves. And there is no doubt that they exist through this one thing

through which they have self-existence.Therefore, all things exist more truly

through that one thing than through the several things that cannot exist

without that one thing.

Now no reasoning allows for several things to exist through each other, since

it is irrational to think that something exists through that to which it gives ex-

istence. For not even relatives* exist through each other in this way. For when

a master and a slave stand in relation to each other, the men who stand in re-

lation do not in any way exist through each other, and the relations by which

they are related do not in any way exist through each other, since they exist

through their subjects.

And so, since truth altogether rules out the possibility that there are several

things through which all things exist, there must be one thing through which

all existing things exist. Therefore, since all existing things exist through that

one thing, undoubtedly that one thing exists through himself. So all other ex-

isting things exist through another; he alone exists through himself. Now

whatever exists through another is less than the one through whom all other

things exist and who alone exists through himself. Therefore, he who exists

through himself exists most greatly of all things. So there is some one thing

that alone exists most greatly and supremely of all things. Now he who exists

most greatly of all things, and through whom exists whatever is good or great

and whatever is anything at all, must be supremely good, supremely great, and

supreme among all existing things. Therefore, there is something (whether he
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Anselm is using these three words as synonyms. For a definition, see the Glossary entry

for essence* (sense 1).

is called an essence or a substance or a nature)3 that is best and greatest and

supreme among all existing things.

Chapter 4

On the same thing

Moreover, if someone considers the natures of things, he cannot help realiz-

ing that they are not all of equal dignity; rather, some of them are on differ-

ent and unequal levels. For anyone who doubts that a horse is by its very

nature better than wood, and that a human being is more excellent than a

horse, should not even be called a human being. Therefore, since it is undeni-

able that some natures are better than others, reason makes it no less obvious

that one of them is so preeminent that he has no superior. For if this differ-

ence of levels is infinite—so that there is no level so high that an even higher

level cannot be found—reason is brought to the conclusion that there is no

limit to the multitude of these natures. But everyone thinks this is absurd—

except for someone who is quite absurd himself. Therefore, there must be

some nature* that is so superior to any other thing or things that there is noth-

ing to which he is inferior.

Now either the nature that is like this is the only one, or there are several*
like him and equal to him. Suppose they are several and equals. They cannot

be equals through different things, but rather through the same thing. Now

that one thing through which they are equally so great is either the very thing

that they are—that is, their essence*—or something other than what they are.

Now if it is nothing other than their essence, then just as their essences are not

several but one, so also the natures are not several but one. For I am here un-

derstanding nature to be the same as essence. On the other hand, if that

through which those several natures are so great is other than that which they

themselves are, they are certainly less than that through which they are great.

For whatever is great through another is less than that through which it is

great. Therefore, they are not so great that there is nothing else greater than

they are. So if it is not possible either through that which they are or through

something else for there to be several natures than which nothing is more ex-

cellent, there can in no way be several such natures. So the only remaining

possibility is that there is one and only one nature that is so superior to the

others that he is inferior to none.

Now whatever is like this is the greatest and best of all existing things. So a

certain nature exists that is supreme among all existing things. But this cannot
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be the case unless he is through himself what he is and all existing things are

through him what they are. For reason showed a little earlier that he who

exists through himself, and through whom all other things exist, is supreme

among all existing things. Therefore, either (conversely) he who is supreme

exists through himself and all other things exist through him, or there will be

several supreme beings. But it is evident that there are not several supreme be-

ings. Therefore, there is a certain nature or substance or essence who through

himself is good and great and through himself is what he is; through whom

exists whatever truly is good or great or anything at all; and who is the

supreme good, the supreme great thing, the supreme being or subsistent,* that

is, supreme among all existing things.

Chapter 5

That, just as he exists through himself and other things exist through him,

so he exists from himself and other things exist from him

And so, since what has been discovered is satisfactory, it is helpful to investi-

gate whether this very nature, and all things that are anything, exist from him

just as they exist through him. Now clearly it can be said that whatever exists

from something also exists through that thing, and whatever exists through some-

thing also exists from that thing. For example, whatever exists from some mat-

ter and through a craftsman can also be said to exist through the matter and

from the craftsman, since it has its existence through both and from both—

that is, by both—although it does not exist through the matter and from the

matter in the same way that it exists through the craftsman and from the crafts-

man. It follows, therefore, that just as all existing things are what they are

through the supreme nature, and so he exists through himself, whereas other

things exist through another, in the same way all existing things exist from that

same supreme nature, and so he exists from himself, whereas other things exist

from another.

Chapter 6

That he does not exist through the help of some other cause that brought him into

existence, and yet neither does he exist through nothing or from nothing; and in 

what sense he can be understood to exist through himself and from himself

Therefore, since the expressions “to exist through something” and “to exist

from something” do not always have the same meaning, we must more care-

fully investigate in what sense all existing things exist through or from the

supreme nature. And since he who exists through himself and that which 

exists through another do not fit the same definition of existing, we shall first
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look separately at that supreme nature who exists through himself and then at

those things that exist through another.

So, since it has been established that he is through himself whatever he is,

and all other things are through him what they are, in what sense does he exist

through himself? For whatever is said to exist through something seems to

exist either through an efficient* cause or through some matter or through

some other aid (for example, through a tool). Now whatever exists in any of

these three ways exists through another and is both posterior* to and in some

way less than that through which it has its existence. But the supreme nature

in no way exists through another; nor is he posterior to or less than himself or

any other thing. Therefore, the supreme nature could not come about either

by his own agency or by that of some other thing, nor was he or anything else

the matter from which he came about, nor did he or some other thing in any

way help him to be what he was not already.

What then? Something that does not exist by the agency of something or

from some matter, or come into existence by means of any aids, appears either

to be nothing or, if it is something, to exist through nothing and from noth-

ing. Now although on the basis of what has already been established by the

light of reason about the supreme substance I think that these things can in no

way apply to him, nonetheless, I shall not neglect to put together a proof of

this. For since this meditation of mine has suddenly brought me to this

important and interesting point, I do not wish to pass over any objection,

however simple and almost foolish, that occurs to me in the course of my dis-

putation. Thus, by leaving nothing doubtful in what went before, I can pro-

ceed with greater certainty to what follows; and further, if I should want to

persuade anyone of what I have been thinking, even someone who is slow to

understand can easily agree with what he has heard once every obstacle, how-

ever small, has been removed.

And so the claim that this nature,* apart from whom no nature at all exists,

is nothing is as false as it would be absurd to say that whatever exists is noth-

ing. Now he does not exist through nothing, since there is no intelligible sense

in which what is something exists through nothing. But if in some sense he

exists from nothing, he exists from nothing either through himself or through

another or through nothing.

Now it has been established that in no way does something exist through

nothing.Therefore, if he exists from nothing in any sense, he exists from noth-

ing either through himself or through another. Now nothing can exist from

nothing through itself, since if something exists from nothing through some-

thing, that through which it exists must exist beforehand. So, since this

essence* does not exist before himself, he does not in any way exist from

nothing through himself.
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The Latin words for ‘light’, ‘to shine’, and ‘shining’ (lux, lucere, and lucens) are a noun, an

infinitive, and a participle from the same stem. The same relation holds among the Latin

words for ‘essence’, ‘to be’, and ‘being’ (essentia, esse, and ens).

On the other hand, if it is said that he came to exist from nothing through

some other nature, then he is not supreme among all things but inferior to at

least one; moreover, he is what he is, not through himself but through another.

Likewise, if he exists from nothing through something, that through which he

exists was a great good, since it was the cause of so great a good. But no good

thing can be understood [as existing] before that good without whom noth-

ing is good. Now it is quite clear that this good, without whom no good thing

exists, is the supreme nature that is under discussion. Therefore, it is not even

conceivable that something preceded him through which he came to exist

from nothing.

Finally, if this very nature is something either through nothing or from noth-

ing, then undoubtedly either he is not through himself and from himself

whatever he is, or he is himself said to be nothing. And there is no need to

explain how false either of these alternatives is. Therefore, although the

supreme substance does not exist through some efficient cause or from some

matter, and although he was not helped by any causes in order that he might

be brought into being, nonetheless, he does not in any sense exist through

nothing or from nothing, since he is through himself and from himself what-

ever he is.

In what sense, then, are we to understand that he exists through himself and

from himself, if he neither made himself, nor provided matter for himself, nor

in any way helped himself to be what he was not already? It seems that per-

haps this can be understood only in the same sense in which it is said that light

shines, or is shining, through itself and from itself. For ‘light’ and ‘to shine’ and

‘shining’ are related to each other in just the same way as ‘essence’ and ‘to be’

and ‘being’, that is, existing or subsisting.* Therefore, ‘supreme essence’

and ‘supremely to be’ and ‘supremely being’, that is, supremely existing or

supremely subsisting, are related to each other not unlike ‘light’ and ‘to shine’

and ‘shining’.4

Chapter 7

In what way all other things exist through him and from him

It now remains for us to discuss the sense in which all those things that exist

through another exist through the supreme substance, whether because he

made them all, or because he was the matter of them all. For there is no need
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In other words, what makes one body different from another is the particular form or

configuration that the elements have in that body. But you can conceive of the elements by

themselves, in isolation from this or that particular configuration.When you do, you realize

that the elements in this unformed state are the building blocks of all bodies.

to ask whether they all exist through him merely because he in some way

helped all things to exist, whereas some other thing made them or some other

matter existed, since it is inconsistent with what became evident above if 

all existing things exist through him only in some secondary way and not

principally.

And so I think I should first ask whether all things that exist through another

exist from some matter. Now I have no doubt that the whole mass of this

world with its parts, as we see it formed, consists of earth, air, fire, and water.

These four elements can in some way be understood apart from the forms that

we observe in formed things, in such a way that the unformed or even con-

fused nature of the elements is seen to be the matter of all the bodies* that are

made distinct by their own forms.5 As I say, I have no doubt about that. But I

ask where this thing of which I have spoken, the matter of the mass of the

world, comes from. For if it in turn comes from some other matter, then that is

more truly the matter of the physical universe.

If, then, the totality of things, whether visible or invisible, exists from some

matter, it cannot exist—more than that, it cannot even be said to exist—from

any matter other than the supreme nature, or from itself, or from some third

essence that is neither. But of course nothing at all can even be thought to

exist other than he who is supreme among all things, who exists through him-

self, and the totality of those things that do not exist through themselves but

through that same supreme being. Therefore, that which is in no way some-

thing is not the matter of anything. But the totality of things, which does not

exist through itself, cannot exist from its own nature. For if it did, it would in

some way exist through itself, and through something other than the one

through whom all things exist, and he would not be the only thing through

which all things exist—all of which is false. Moreover, everything that exists

from matter exists from another thing and is posterior* to that thing. And

since nothing is other than itself or posterior to itself, it follows that nothing

exists from itself materially.

But if something less than the supreme nature can exist from the matter of

the supreme nature, the supreme good can be changed and corrupted—

which it is impious to say. Therefore, since everything that is other than the

supreme good is less than he is, it is impossible for anything else to be from

him in this way. Furthermore, anything through which the supreme good is

changed or corrupted is, without a doubt, in no way good. Now if any lesser
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nature exists from the matter of the supreme good, the supreme good is

changed or corrupted through himself, since nothing exists from any source

other than the supreme essence. Therefore, the supreme essence, who is him-

self the supreme good, is in no way good—which is a contradiction. So no

lesser nature exists materially from the supreme nature. Since, therefore, it has

been established that the essence of those things that exist through another

does not exist from the supreme essence as its matter, nor from itself, nor from

some other thing, it is evident that it exists from no matter.

Therefore, since all existing things exist through the supreme essence, and

nothing can exist through him unless he either makes it or is the matter for

it, it follows necessarily that nothing but him exists unless he makes it. And

since nothing exists or has existed except him and the things made by him, he

could not make anything at all through any instrument or assistance other than

himself. Now whatever he made, he certainly made it either from something

as its matter or from nothing. Therefore, since it is perfectly obvious that the

essence of all things that exist, other than the supreme essence, was made by

that same supreme essence, and that it does not exist from any matter, there is

undoubtedly nothing more evident than this: the supreme essence alone,

through himself, produced so great a mass of things—so numerous a multi-

tude, so beautifully formed, so orderly in its variety, so fitting in its diversity—

from nothing.

Chapter 8

In what sense it is to be understood that he made everything from nothing

But something occurs to me about this “nothing.”Whatever a thing is made

from is a cause of the thing that is made from it, and, necessarily, every cause

contributes some help toward the existence of the effect. This fact is so obvi-

ous to everyone from experience that no one can be talked out of it in de-

bate, and hardly anyone can be tricked out of it through deception.Therefore,

if something was made from nothing, then nothing itself was a cause of the

thing that was made from nothing. But how could that which had no exis-

tence help bring something into existence? And if, on the contrary, nothing

did not help bring anything into existence, who could be persuaded—and in

what way—that something is brought about from nothing?

Furthermore, ‘nothing’ either signifies something or does not signify any-

thing. Now if nothing is something, whatever was made from nothing was

made from something. On the other hand, if nothing is not anything, then,

since it is inconceivable that something is made from what does not exist at

all, nothing is made from nothing—as the saying goes,“Nothing comes from

nothing.” From this it seems to follow that whatever exists was made 

from something, since it was made either from something or from nothing.
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Therefore, whether nothing is something or is not something, it seems to fol-

low that whatever was made was made from something. But if this is admit-

ted to be true, it contradicts everything that was settled above. Hence, since

what was nothing will be something, what was in the greatest degree some-

thing will be nothing. After all, having found that there is a substance existing

most greatly of all things, I proceeded by argument to the claim that all things

were made by him in such a way that there was nothing from which they were

made.Therefore, if that from which they are made—which I had thought was

nothing—is in fact something, then whatever I thought I had discovered

about the supreme being is nothing.

So then how is this ‘nothing’ to be understood? For I have already under-

taken not to neglect any possible objection, foolish though it may be, in this

meditation. And so it seems to me that if a substance is said to have been made

from nothing, there are three ways of explaining this that would suffice to re-

move this present obstacle. One way is that we mean that what is said to have

been made from nothing has not in fact been made at all. It is like a case in

which someone asks what a silent person is talking about.“About nothing,” is

the answer—that is, he is not talking at all. In this sense, if someone were to

ask about the supreme essence himself, or about something that did not and

does not exist at all, “What was it made from?” one could correctly answer,

“From nothing”—that is, it was not made at all. This sense cannot be prop-

erly applied to anything that actually has been made.

There is another meaning that can indeed be expressed but cannot be true:

if something is said to have been made from nothing in the sense that it was

made from nothing itself, that is, from what does not at all exist—as if noth-

ing itself were some existing thing from which something could be made.

Now since this is always false, some absurd impossibility will follow whenever

it is assumed.

The third sense in which something is said to have been made from noth-

ing is when we understand that it has indeed been made, but there was not

anything from which it was made. It seems we use a similar meaning when we

say that someone who is upset for no reason is upset about nothing. So if we

understand our earlier conclusion in this sense, that all existing things other

than the supreme essence were made by him from nothing—that is, not from

anything—then just as this conclusion follows logically from our previous

conclusions, so nothing illogical will follow from it later on.

Nonetheless, it would also be logical and free from any absurdity to say that

the things that were made by the creating substance were made from nothing

in the sense in which we often say that someone has come from poverty to

wealth or from sickness to health—that is, he who once was poor is now rich,

which he was not before, and he who once was sick is now healthy, which he

was not before. So if it is said that the creating essence made all things from
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nothing, or that all things were made by him from nothing, these statements

can quite sensibly be understood in this sense—that is, the things that once

were nothing are now something. And the expression “he made them” or

“they were made” is understood to mean that when he made them, he made

something, and that when they were made, they were indeed made to be

something. For in the same way, when we see someone whom some man has

raised from a very lowly state to great riches or honors, we say, “Look! That

man made him from nothing,” or “He was made from nothing by that

man”—that is, he who once was regarded as nothing is now thought to be

truly something, because that man has made him so.

Chapter 9

That with respect to the reason of their maker, the things that were made 

from nothing were not nothing before they were made

But I seem to see something that forces me to distinguish carefully the sense

in which the things that were made can be said to have been nothing before

they were made. After all, there is no way anyone could make something ra-

tionally unless something like a pattern (or, to put it more suitably, a form or

likeness or rule) of the thing to be made already existed in the reason of the

maker. And so it is clear that what they were going to be, and what sorts of

things, and how they were going to be, was in the reason of the supreme na-

ture before all things were made.

Therefore, it is clear that the things that were made were nothing before they

were made, in the sense that they were not what they now are and there was

not anything from which they were made. Nonetheless, they were not noth-

ing with respect to the reason of their maker, through which and in accor-

dance with which they were made.

Chapter 10

That this reason is an utterance of things, as a craftsman says within 

himself what he is going to make

Now what is that form of things that existed in his reason before the things

to be created, other than an utterance of those things in his reason, just as,

when a craftsman is going to make some work of his art, he first says it within

himself by a conception of his mind? Now by an “utterance” of the mind or

reason, I do not mean what happens when one thinks of the words that sig-

nify those things, but what happens when the things themselves (no matter

whether they are yet to exist or already exist) are examined within the mind

by the gaze of thought.
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Anselm’s point here is that natural words resemble the things of which they are words,

whereas conventional words do not. For example, the natural word (that is, the concept) of

a lion actually resembles the lion, since it is simply the mind’s conception of the lion itself.

The word ‘lion’, by contrast, does not resemble the lion much at all. It is only by conven-

tion that the word ‘lion’ calls up an image of a lion rather than of some other thing. There

is one sort of case, however, in which conventional words do resemble the things of which

they are words, and that is when we use a thing as its own name. To take Anselm’s example,

we use the letter ‘a’ as its own name. Obviously, the letter ‘a’ is like the letter ‘a’, and so the

word is like the thing. But this is a limited and fairly uninteresting class of exceptions to the

general rule that it is natural words that most closely resemble and most distinctly express

the things of which they are words.

For we know from frequent experience that we can say one and the same

thing in three ways. For either we say a thing by making perceptible use of

perceptible signs, that is, signs that can be perceived by the bodily senses; or by

thinking imperceptibly within ourselves the very same signs that are per-

ceptible when they are outside ourselves; or by not using these signs at all,

whether perceptibly or imperceptibly, but rather by saying the things them-

selves inwardly in our mind by either a corporeal image or an understanding

of reason that corresponds to the diversity of the things themselves. For exam-

ple, in one way I say a man when I signify him by the word ‘man’, in another

way when I think that same word silently, and in yet another way when my

mind sees the man himself either through an image of a body (as when it

imagines his sensible appearance) or through reason (as when it thinks his uni-

versal essence, which is rational, mortal animal).

Each of these three kinds of utterance corresponds to its own kind of word.

But the words of the kind of utterance that I put third and last, when they are

about things that are not unknown, are natural; they are the same among all

peoples. Now all other words were invented on account of these natural

words. Therefore, where there are natural words, no other word is necessary

to know a thing; and where natural words are impossible, no other word will

serve to make a thing known. And it makes good sense to say that words are

truer the more similar they are to, and the more distinctly they signify, the

things of which they are words. Now except for those things that we use as

their own names in order to signify themselves (like certain sounds: for exam-

ple, the vowel ‘a’)—except for those, I say, no other word seems as similar to

the thing of which it is a word, or expresses it in the same way, as the likeness

that is expressed in the gaze of the mind of someone who is thinking the thing

itself.6 And so that should by right be called the most proper and principal

word for the thing.

So no utterance of anything whatsoever comes as close to the thing as that

which consists of words of this sort. Furthermore, no other word in anyone’s
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reason can be as similar to the thing, whether it is yet to exist or already exists.

It therefore quite rightly seems that such an utterance of things not only ex-

isted in the supreme substance before the things existed, in order that through

it they might be made, but also exists in him now that they have been made,

in order that through it they might be known.

Chapter 11

That nonetheless there is much dissimilarity in this comparison

So it has been established that the supreme substance first said (as it were) all

of creation in himself and then created it in accordance with and through that

innermost utterance of his, in the way that a craftsman first conceives in his

mind what he afterwards makes into a completed work in accordance with the

conception of his mind. Nonetheless, I see much dissimilarity in this compar-

ison. After all, the supreme substance collected nothing at all from any other

source from which he would either assemble within himself the form of the

things he was going to make or bring it about that the things themselves exist.

The craftsman, by contrast, cannot even imagine a physical object and thus

conceive it in his mind unless he has somehow already come to know the ob-

ject, either as a whole all at once or part by part through various things; nor

can he complete the work that he has conceived in his mind if he lacks either

the material or something without which the planned work cannot be made.

For although a man could invent an animal the likes of which never existed,

either by thinking it or by painting it, he could do this only by putting to-

gether parts stored in his memory from things he knew at another time.

Therefore, the creating substance’s inward utterance of the work he is going

to make differs from that of the craftsman in this respect: the Creator’s utter-

ance was not collected from or assisted by some other source; rather, as the first

and sole cause it was sufficient for its Artisan to bring his work to completion.

By contrast, the craftsman’s utterance is neither the first nor the sole cause, and

it is not sufficient for him even to get his work started. So the things that are

created through the Creator’s utterance are nothing at all but what they are

through his utterance, whereas the things that are made through the crafts-

man’s utterance would not be anything at all unless they were something other

than what they are through his utterance.

Chapter 12

That the utterance of the supreme essence is the supreme essence

Now since by the teaching of reason it is equally certain that, whatever the

supreme substance made, he did not make it through anything other than
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Anselm discusses the properties of the supreme substance in Chapters 13–28 and then re-

sumes discussion of his utterance in Chapter 29.

himself, and that whatever he made, he made it through his innermost utter-

ance (whether by saying individual things by means of individual words, or in-

stead by saying all things at once by means of one word),7 what could be seen

to be any more necessary than this: the utterance of the supreme essence is

nothing other than the supreme essence? And so I do not think we should

carelessly neglect to consider this utterance. But before we can discuss it care-

fully, I think we must earnestly investigate certain properties of the supreme

substance.8

Chapter 13

That, just as all things were made through the supreme essence,

so also they remain in existence through him

Therefore, it has been established that whatever is not the same as the supreme

nature was made through him. Now only an irrational mind could doubt that

all created things remain and continue in existence, as long as they do exist,

because they are sustained by the very same being who made them from noth-

ing so that they exist in the first place. For by an exactly similar argument to

the one that shows that all existing things exist through some one thing, and

so he alone exists through himself and all other things exist through another—

by a similar argument, I say, it can be proved that everything that remains in

existence does so through some one thing, and so he alone remains in exis-

tence through himself and all other things remain in existence through an-

other. Now since it can only be the case that created things remain in

existence through another, and he who created them remains in existence

through himself, it must be the case that, just as nothing was made except

through the presence of the creating essence, so nothing remains in existence

except through his conserving presence.

Chapter 14

That he exists in all things and through all things, and all things 

exist from him and through him and in him

If this is the case—or rather, since this is necessarily the case—it follows that

where he does not exist, nothing exists. Therefore, he exists everywhere, both
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through all things and in all things. Now no created thing can in any way pass

beyond the immensity of the Creator and Sustainer,* but it would be absurd

to claim that in the same way the Creator and Sustainer cannot in any way go

beyond the totality of the things he made. It is therefore clear that he under-

girds and transcends, that he encompasses and penetrates all other things.

Therefore, if these conclusions are joined to the ones we discovered earlier, it

is he who exists in all things and through all things, and from whom and

through whom and in whom all things exist.9

Chapter 15

What can or cannot be said of him substantially*

Now I am strongly and quite reasonably moved to inquire, as diligently as I

can, which of all the things that can be said of something can be applied sub-

stantially to such an astounding nature. For I would be amazed if we could

find any noun or verb that we apply to things made from nothing that could

be appropriately said of the substance that creates all things. Nevertheless, we

must try to see what conclusion reason will lead us to in our investigation.

And so with respect to relatives,* at least, no one doubts that none of them

is said substantially of the thing of which it is said relatively.Therefore, if some-

thing is said relatively of the supreme nature, it does not signify his substance.

And so it is clear that whatever can be said of him relatively—the fact that he

is supreme among all things, or that he is greater than all the things that he

made, or anything else like these—does not designate his natural essence. For

if none of those things in relation to which he is said to be supreme or greater

had ever existed, he would not be understood as supreme or greater; but he

would not on that account be any less good, and his essential greatness would

in no way be diminished. This is an obvious conclusion from the fact that he

has whatever goodness or greatness he has, not through another but through

himself. So given that the supreme nature can be understood as not supreme

and yet as in no way greater or less than when he is understood as supreme

among all things, it is clear that ‘supreme’ does not simply signify that essence,

who is in every way greater and better than whatever is not what he is. And

what reason shows us about ‘supreme’ is found to be similar in the case of sim-

ilarly relative terms.

And so, having dismissed those things that are said relatively, since none of

them simply refers to the essence of anything, let us turn our attention toward

other things that must be discussed. And indeed, if one looks carefully at each
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of them, whatever there is (other than relatives) is either such that _____ is in

every respect better than not-_____, or such that not-_____ is in some respect

better than _____. By “_____” and “not-_____” here I simply mean true and

not-true, body and not-body, and so on.10

Now [some things are such that] it is in every respect better to be _____

than not-_____, for example, wise than not-wise: that is, it is better to be wise

than not-wise. For although a just person who is not wise seems to be better

than a wise person who is not just,11 it is not better in an unqualified* sense

to be not-wise than to be wise. Indeed, whatever is not-wise in an unquali-

fied sense, insofar as it is not-wise, is less than what is wise, since everything

that is not-wise would be better if it were wise. Similarly, it is in every respect

better to be true than not, that is, than not-true, and just than not-just, and liv-

ing than not-living.

By contrast, [some things are such that] it is in some respect better to be not-

_____ than to be _____: for example, not-gold than gold. For it is better for

a human being to be not-gold than gold, even though perhaps it would be

better for something—say, for lead—to be gold than not-gold. For although

both a human being and lead are not-gold, a human being is better than gold

in proportion as he would be of an inferior nature if he were gold, and lead is

baser in proportion as it would be more precious if it were gold.

But many relatives do not fall under this division at all, as is evident from the

fact that the supreme nature can be understood as not-supreme, in such a way

that supreme is not in every respect better than not-supreme, and not-supreme

is not in some respect better than supreme. I shall not stop to ask whether

some relatives do fall under it, since for our present purposes what is already

known about them is enough: none of them designates the simple* substance

of the supreme nature.

As for everything else, if each is considered individually, either _____ is

better than not-_____, or not-_____ is in some respect better than _____.

Therefore, just as it is impious to think that the substance of the supreme na-

ture is something that it is in some way better not to be, so he must be what-

ever it is in every respect better to be than not to be. For he alone is that than
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which absolutely nothing else is better, and he alone is better than all things

that are not what he is.

Therefore, he is not a body,* or any of the things that the bodily senses per-

ceive. Indeed, there is something better than all of these things that is not what

they are. For the rational mind (concerning which no bodily sense perceives

what, or what sort of thing, or how great it is) is greater than any of those

things that are in the domain of the bodily senses, in proportion as it would

be less if it were one of them. For the supreme essence must not at all be said

to be any of those things to which something that is not what they are is su-

perior; and, as reason teaches, he absolutely must be said to be any of those

things to which whatever is not what they are is inferior. He must therefore

be living, wise, powerful and all-powerful, true, just, happy, eternal, and what-

ever similarly it is absolutely better to be than not to be.Therefore,why should

we seek any further for what that supreme nature is, since it is evident which

of all things he is and which he is not?

Chapter 16

That for him, to be just is the same as to be justice, and the same thing holds for

those things that can be said of him in a similar way, and that none of these 

designates what sort of thing or how great he is, but rather what he is12

But perhaps when he is said to be just or great or something like that, this does

not reveal what he is, but rather what sort of thing he is or how great he is.

For it seems that all these things are said through a quality or a quantity. After

all, everything that is just is just through justice, and so on for similar things.

Therefore, that supreme nature is just precisely through justice. So it seems that

the supremely good substance is said to be just in virtue of his participation in

a quality, namely justice. But if that is the case, he is just through another and

not through himself.

But that is contrary to the clearly discerned truth that whatever he is—

whether good or great or subsistent*—he is through himself and not through

another.13 So given that he is not just except through justice, and he cannot

be just except through himself, what is more obvious, what is more necessary,

than that this same nature is justice itself; and that when he is said to be just

“through justice,” this is the same as “through himself ”; and that when he is

said to be just “through himself,” this means nothing other than “through
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justice”? Therefore, if someone asks,“What is this supreme nature you are dis-

cussing?” what truer answer could be given than “Justice”?

So we must see what is meant when that nature, which is justice itself, is said

to be just. Now a human being cannot be justice, but he can have justice. Con-

sequently, a just human being is not understood as existent justice but rather as

having justice. Now the supreme nature cannot properly be said to have justice

but rather to exist as justice. Therefore, when he is said to be just, he is properly

understood as existent justice, not as having justice. Now if, when he is said to

be existent justice, this does not express what sort of thing he is but rather what

he is, it follows that when he is said to be just, this too does not express what

sort of thing he is but what he is. Further, since to say of that supreme essence

that he is just, is the same as to say that he is existent justice, and to say that he

is existent justice is no different from saying that he is justice, there is no differ-

ence between saying that he is just and saying that he is justice.Therefore, when

someone asks what he is,“Just” is no less fitting an answer than “Justice.”

Now reason constrains the intellect to recognize that what we have discov-

ered to be certain in the case of justice applies to all the things that are said of

the supreme nature in a similar way. So whichever of them is said of him des-

ignates neither what sort of thing he is nor how great he is but rather what

he is. Now it is clear that whatever good thing the supreme nature is, he is that

supremely. And so he is the supreme essence, supreme life, supreme reason,

supreme salvation, supreme justice, supreme wisdom, supreme truth, supreme

goodness, supreme greatness, supreme beauty, supreme immortality, supreme

incorruptibility, supreme immutability, supreme beatitude, supreme eternity,

supreme power, supreme unity, which is none other than supremely being,

supremely living, and other similar things.

Chapter 17

That he is simple* in such a way that all the things that can be said of his 

essence are one and the same thing in him, and none of them can be 

said substantially of him except with respect to what he is

What then? If that supreme nature is so many good things, will he not be

composed of several* good things? Or are they in fact not several good things,

but one good thing signified by several words? For every composite needs the

things of which it is composed if it is to subsist, and it owes what it is to them,

since whatever it is, it is through them, whereas those things are not through

it what they are. And consequently a composite is absolutely not supreme. So

then, if that nature is composed of several good things, all these features, which

hold true of every composite, must apply to him.

But the whole necessity of truth, which became evident above, destroys and

overwhelms such impious falsehood by a clear argument.Therefore, since that
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nature is in no way a composite and yet is in every way those many good things,

it must be that all those things are not several but one. So each of them is the

same as all the others, whether all at once or individually. Thus, when he is said

to be justice or essence, those words signify the same thing that the others do,

whether all at once or individually. And therefore, just as whatever is said essen-

tially* of the supreme substance is one, so whatever he essentially is he is in one

way and under one aspect. For when a human being is said to be body and ra-

tional and human, these three things are not said in one way or under one as-

pect. For he is body according to one, rational according to another, and neither

of these individually is the whole of the fact that he is human. By contrast, the

supreme essence is in no way like this.Whatever he is in any way, he is in every

way and under every aspect. For whatever he in any way essentially is, that is the

whole of what he is.Therefore,whatever is truly said of his essence is not under-

stood as expressing what sort of thing or how great he is, but rather as express-

ing what he is. For whatever is a thing of a certain quality or quantity is

something else with respect to what it is, and so it is not simple but composite.

Chapter 18

That he exists without beginning and without end

So from what time has this so simple nature, the Creator and Sustainer* of all

things, existed? And until what time will he continue to exist? Or does he

instead exist, not from some time and until some time, but rather without be-

ginning and without end? For if he has a beginning, either he has it from him-

self or through himself, or he has it from another or through another, or he has

it from nothing or through nothing. But through the truth that has already been

clearly discerned, it has been established14 that he in no way exists from another

or from nothing, or through another or through nothing. So no beginning was

in any way allotted to him through another or from another, or through noth-

ing or from nothing. But he cannot have a beginning from himself or through

himself, although he does exist from himself and through himself. For he exists

from himself and through himself in such a way that the essence he is through

himself and from himself is in no way different from the essence through which

and from which he exists. By contrast, whatever begins to exist from something

or through something is not in every respect the same as that from which or

through which it begins to exist. Therefore, the supreme nature did not begin

to exist through himself or from himself. Therefore, since he has no beginning

through himself or from himself, or through another or from another, or

through nothing or from nothing, he in no way has a beginning.
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But neither will he have an end. For if he is going to have an end, he is not

supremely immortal and supremely incorruptible. But it has been established

that he is supremely both immortal and incorruptible.15 Therefore, he will not

have an end. Moreover, if he is going to have an end, he will perish either will-

ingly or unwillingly. Now surely that by whose will the supreme good per-

ishes is not an unqualified* good. But he himself is a true and unqualified

good.Therefore, he who assuredly is the supreme good will not perish volun-

tarily. But if, on the other hand, he is going to perish unwillingly, then he is

not supremely powerful or all-powerful. But the necessity of reason has de-

clared that he is supremely powerful and all-powerful.16 Therefore, he will not

perish unwillingly. And so, if the supreme nature will not have an end either

willingly or unwillingly, he will in no way have an end.

Moreover, if that supreme nature has a beginning or end, he is not true eter-

nity, as he was irrefutably found to be above.17 Further, let anyone who can do

so think of this:When did it begin to be true, or when was it not true, that

something was going to exist? Or when will it cease to be true, and no longer

be true, that something existed in the past? But given that neither of these is

conceivable, and both statements cannot be true apart from truth, then it is

impossible even to think that truth has a beginning or end. Finally, if truth had

a beginning or will have an end, before it came into being it was then true

that there was no truth, and after it has ceased to exist, it will then be true that

there is no truth. Now nothing can be true apart from truth. So truth existed

before truth existed, and truth will exist after truth has ceased to exist—which

is an absolute absurdity. So, whether truth is said to have a beginning or end

or is understood not to have a beginning or end, truth cannot be confined by

any beginning or end. Therefore, the same thing follows with respect to the

supreme nature, since he is himself the supreme truth.

Chapter 19

How nothing existed before him and nothing will exist after him

But look how nothing once again arises to trouble us, and whatever reason has

taught us thus far, supported by the harmonious testimony of truth and

necessity, it declares to be nothing. For if the things that were set out earlier

are fortified with the defenses of necessary truth, it is not the case that some-

thing existed before the supreme essence or that something will exist after
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him. Therefore, nothing existed before him and nothing will exist after him.

For, necessarily, either something or nothing preceded him or will follow him.

Now whoever says that nothing existed before him and nothing will exist

after him appears to be saying that there was a time before him when noth-

ing existed, and that there will be a time after him when nothing will exist.

Therefore, when nothing existed, he did not exist; and when nothing will

exist, he will not exist. So how is it that he did not begin to exist from noth-

ing, and how is it that he will not come to nothing, if he did not yet exist

when nothing already existed, and if he will no longer exist when nothing will

still exist? Why, then, have we wielded such a weight of arguments, if their

work is so easily wrecked by nothing? For if it is concluded that the supreme

being both comes after nothing, which preceded him, and gives way to noth-

ing, which will follow him, that which was established above as necessarily

true will be destroyed by a worthless nothing.

Do we not instead need to fight against nothing, lest so many constructions

of necessary reason be besieged by nothing and the supreme good, who has

been sought out and discovered by the light of truth, be lost for nothing?

Therefore, rather than allowing a place for nothing either before or after the

supreme essence, so that nothing itself reduces to nothing the being who

through himself brought into existence that which once was nothing, let it in-

stead be declared (if this is possible) that nothing did not exist before the

supreme essence and will not exist after him. For the single expression,“Noth-

ing existed before the supreme essence,” gives rise to a twofold meaning. One

sense is this: Before the supreme essence existed, there was a time when noth-

ing existed. But there is a second meaning: Before the supreme essence there

was not anything. Thus, if I were to say “Nothing has taught me to fly,” I

would interpret this either as meaning that nothing itself, which signifies not-

anything, has taught me to fly, and so it would be false, or else as meaning that

there is not anything that has taught me to fly, which is true.

And so it is the first meaning that generates the absurdity discussed above,18

and reason utterly rejects it as false. It is the other meaning, by contrast, that is

perfectly consistent with our earlier conclusions and is compelled to be true

by its whole interconnection with them. Therefore, the statement that noth-

ing existed before him is to be understood in accordance with the second

meaning. It should not be interpreted as meaning that there was a time when

nothing existed but he did not, but rather as meaning that before him, there

was not anything. The same sort of twofold meaning applies to the statement

that nothing is going to exist after him.
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Therefore, if this interpretation of ‘nothing’ that I have offered is carefully

examined, it is most truly concluded that neither something nor nothing

either preceded or will follow the supreme essence, and that nothing existed

before it or will follow it. And nonetheless, the solidity of what has already

been established is not shaken by any worthless nothing.

Chapter 20

That he exists in every place and time

Now it was concluded above that this creating nature exists everywhere and

in all things and through all things,19 and that, from the fact that he neither

came into existence nor will cease to exist, it follows that he always was and

is and will be.20 Nevertheless, I feel the rumblings of a contradiction, which

compels me to investigate more carefully where and when he exists. Now the

supreme essence exists either everywhere and always, or merely somewhere

and sometimes, or nowhere and never; or, as I put it, either in every place or

time, or determinately in some, or in none.

But what seems more absurd than this: that he who exists supremely and

most truly, exists nowhere and never? So it is false that he exists nowhere or

never. Further, since no good thing—indeed, since nothing at all—exists

without him, if he exists nowhere and never, then every good thing exists

nowhere and never, and absolutely everything exists nowhere and never. Just

how false that is, there is no need to say. Therefore, it is also false that he exists

nowhere and never.

Therefore, he either exists determinately somewhere and sometimes, or

everywhere and always. Now if he exists determinately in some place or time,

it is only in that place and time, where and when he exists, that anything can

exist. Absolutely no essence exists where and when he does not exist, since

without him nothing exists. From this it follows that there is some place and

some time where and when nothing at all exists. But since that is false (after

all, that place and that time are themselves something), the supreme nature can-

not exist determinately somewhere or sometimes. And if it is said that through

himself he exists determinately at a certain time and place, but through his

power he exists wherever and whenever anything exists, that is not true. For

since it is evident that his power is nothing other than himself, his power in

no way exists apart from him.Therefore, since he does not exist determinately

somewhere and sometimes, he must exist everywhere and always—that is, in

every place and time.
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That is, whether the supreme nature can exist as a whole at individual times either all at

once or at different times.

Chapter 21

That he exists in no place or time

Now if this is so, either he exists as a whole in every place or time, or only

part of him does, so that another part exists outside every place and time. But

if he partly exists and partly does not exist in every place or time, he has parts,

which is false. Therefore, he does not partly exist everywhere and always.

But then how does he exist as a whole everywhere and always? This could

be understood in two ways: either he exists as a whole all at once in all places

and times and by parts in each individual place and time, or he exists as a

whole even in each individual place and time.Now if he exists by parts in each

individual place and time, he does not escape the composition and division of

parts. And that, as we have found,21 is altogether foreign to the supreme na-

ture. Therefore, he does not exist as a whole in all places and times in such a

way that he exists by parts in each individual place or time.

The other possibility remains to be discussed, namely, how the supreme na-

ture exists as a whole both in all times and places and in each of them individ-

ually.This of course can only be the case either all at once or at different times.

Now up to this point a single pursuit has been able at once to trail both the

argument about place and that about time, since they have followed the same

tracks. But at this point they part ways; they seem, as it were, to flee from dis-

putation along disparate paths. They must therefore be investigated in separate

discussions. Therefore, we shall first see whether the supreme nature can exist

as a whole in individual places either all at once or at different times.Then we

shall ask the same question about times.22

So, if he exists as a whole in individual places, individual wholes exist in in-

dividual places. For just as one place is distinct from another place, in such a

way that they are individual places, what exists as a whole in one place is dis-

tinct from what at the same time exists as a whole in another place, in such a

way that they are individual wholes. For if something exists as a whole in a

given place, there is nothing of that thing that does not exist in that place.

Now if there is nothing of a thing that does not exist in a given place, then

there is nothing of that thing that exists at the same time outside that place.

Therefore, if something exists as a whole in a given place, there is nothing of

it that exists at the same time outside that place. Now if there is nothing of a

thing that exists outside some place, there is nothing of that thing that exists

at the same time in some other place.Therefore, if something exists as a whole
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in a given place, there is nothing of it that exists at the same time in some

other place. So if something exists as a whole in a given place, how can that

whole exist at the same time in some other place, if nothing of it can exist in

any other place?

Therefore, since one whole cannot exist as a whole all at once in individual

places, it follows that if anything exists as a whole all at once in distinct places,

it exists as individual wholes in individual places. And so if the supreme na-

ture exists as a whole at one time in all individual places, there are as many in-

dividual supreme natures as there can be individual places, which is an

irrational view to hold. Therefore, he does not exist as a whole at one time in

individual places. On the other hand, if he exists as a whole in individual

places at different times, then as long as he exists in one place, there is no good

and no essence in the other places, since without him nothing at all exists. But

the places themselves show that this is absurd, since they are not nothing, but

something. And so the supreme nature does not exist as a whole in individual

places at different times. So, if he does not exist as a whole in individual places

either at the same time or at different times, it is clear that he in no way exists

as a whole in all individual places.

Now we must investigate whether that same supreme nature exists as a

whole at individual times, either all at once or distinctly at individual times.

But how does something exist as a whole at individual times all at once if

those times themselves do not exist all at once? On the other hand, if he exists

as a whole separately and distinctly at individual times, in the way that a

human being exists as a whole yesterday, today, and tomorrow, then it is cor-

rect to say that he existed and exists and will exist. Therefore, his life, which is

nothing other than his eternity, does not exist as a whole all at once; instead,

it is prolonged by parts through the parts of time.

Now his eternity is nothing other than himself. So it would follow that the

supreme essence is divided into parts in accordance with the distinction of

times. For if his life is produced by means of the flow of times, he has a past,

present, and future along with those times. But what is his life, or the duration

of his existence, other than his eternity? Therefore, since his eternity is noth-

ing other than his essence (as the argument laid out above23 proves beyond

doubt), if his eternity has a past, present, and future, it follows that his essence

also has a past, present, and future. Now what is past is not present or future,

and what is present is not future or past, and what is future is not past or present.

So how will our conclusion survive,which became clear above24 by a rational and

evident necessity—namely, that the supreme nature is in no way composite, but
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instead is supremely simple* and supremely unchangeable—if he is one thing

at one time and something else at another, and if he has parts distributed through

time? Or instead, if those earlier conclusions are true—rather, since they are

quite clearly true—how are these later conclusions possible? 

So neither the creating essence nor his life nor his eternity in any way has a

past or a future. For how can it be that he has no present, if he truly exists?

But “he existed” signifies the past, and “he will exist” signifies the future. So

he never existed and never will exist.25 Therefore, he does not exist as a whole

at individual times either distinctly or all at once.

So if, as I have argued, he does not exist as a whole in all places and times 

in such a way that he exists as a whole in all of them at once and through his

parts in each of them individually, or in such a way that he exists as a whole 

in each of them individually, it is evident that he in no way exists as a 

whole in every place or time. And since I have likewise discerned that he does

not exist in every place or time in such a way that one part exists in every place

and time and another part exists outside every place and time, it is impossible

for him to exist everywhere and always. For he cannot at all be understood to

exist everywhere and always unless he does so either as a whole or in part.

Now if he does not in any way exist everywhere and always, either he exists

determinately in some place or time, or else he exists in no place and time.

And I have already shown that he cannot exist determinately in some place or

time.26 Therefore, he exists in no place or time. In other words, he exists

nowhere and never. For if he exists at all, he must exist either in every place

and time, or in some place or time. And yet, once again, since it is irrefutably

established not only that he exists through himself, without beginning and

without end,27 but also that without him nothing exists anywhere or at any

time,28 he must exist everywhere and always.

Chapter 22

How he exists in every place and time and in no place or time

How, then, will these two conclusions, which are presented as so contrary but

proved as so necessary, be reconciled? Perhaps the supreme nature exists in

place or time in a way that does not prevent him from existing as a whole all
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at once in individual places or times, but so that there are not several* wholes,

but only one whole, and so that his life, which is nothing other than true eter-

nity, is not divided into past, present, and future. For this law of place and time

seems to constrain only those things that exist in place or time in such a way

that they do not transcend the expanse of space or the duration of time. Of

such things, therefore, it is most truthfully asserted that one and the same

whole cannot exist as a whole all at once in different places and times; but that

conclusion does not apply with any necessity to things that are not of that sort.

For it seems correct to say that a thing has a place only if its quantity is cir-

cumscribed by a place that contains it and contained by a place that circum-

scribes it, and a thing has a time only if its duration is somehow bounded by

a time that measures it and measured by a time that bounds it. Therefore, if

something is such that its size or duration is not set against any boundary,

whether by place or by time, no place or time properly applies to it. For since

no place does to it what place does, and no time does to it what time does,

we may reasonably say that no place is its place and no time is its time. Now

if something is seen to have no place or time, it is certainly shown to be in no

way subject to any law of place or time. Therefore, no law of place or time in

any way constrains a nature that no place or time encloses in any confinement.

Does not every reasonable way of looking at this utterly exclude the possi-

bility that the creating substance, supreme among all things—who is necessar-

ily alien to and free from the nature and law of all the things that he himself

made from nothing—is enclosed in the confines of any place or time, since

instead his power, which is nothing other than his essence, encloses all the

things he made by containing them under himself? And how is it anything but

shameless folly to say that any place circumscribes the size of the supreme

truth, or that any time bounds his duration, since absolutely no greatness or

smallness of extension in place or time applies to him?

This, then, is the condition of place and time: whatever is enclosed within

their boundaries does not escape being characterized by parts, whether the

sort of parts its place receives with respect to size, or the sort its time suffers

with respect to duration; nor can it in any way be contained as a whole all at

once by different places or times. By contrast, if something is in no way con-

strained by confinement in a place or time, no law of places or times forces it

into a multiplicity of parts or prevents it from being present as a whole all at

once in several places or times. And so, since this is the condition of place and

time, the supreme substance, who is not enclosed by any confinement of place

or time, is undoubtedly not constrained by any of their laws.

Therefore, since an inescapable necessity demands that the supreme essence

be present as a whole in every place and time, and since no characteristic of

place and time prevents him from being present as a whole in every place and

time, he must be present as a whole all at once in each and every place 
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exists than it passes away.

and time. For the fact that he is present in a given place or time does not pre-

vent him from being simultaneously and similarly present in this or that other

place or time. Nor does the fact that he existed or exists or will exist mean

that something of his eternity has vanished from the present time with the

past, which no longer exists; or passes away with the present, which barely

exists;29 or is yet to come with the future, which does not yet exist. For that

which in no way confines its existence within place or time is not at all com-

pelled or forbidden by the law of places or times to exist or not to exist any-

where or at any time.

For if that supreme essence is said to exist in a place or a time, even though

the very same expression is used both of him and of localized or temporal na-

tures because of our customary way of speaking, there is a different meaning

because of the dissimilarity of the things themselves.When it comes to local-

ized or temporal natures, this one expression signifies two things: that they are

present at the times and places in which they are said to exist, and that they are

contained by those times and places.But in the case of the supreme essence, only

one of these meanings applies, namely, that he is present, not that he is con-

tained by them.

Consequently, if our ordinary way of speaking permitted, it would seem

more appropriate to say that he exists with a time or place rather than in a time

or place. For saying that something exists in another thing implies more

strongly that it is contained than does saying that it exists with that thing. And

so he is properly said to exist in no place or time, since he is in no way con-

tained by any other thing. And yet he can be said in his own way to exist in

every place or time, since whatever else exists is sustained by his presence so

that it does not fall into nothingness. He exists in every place and time be-

cause he is absent from none; he also exists in none, because he has no place

or time. Nor does he receive in himself the distinctions of places or times, such

as here or there or somewhere, or now or then or sometime. Nor is it the case

that he exists in the fleeting present time that we experience, or that he has

existed or will exist in the past or future, since these are proper to circum-

scribed and changeable things, which he is not. And yet they can in some sense

be said of him, since he is present to all circumscribed and changeable things just

as if he were circumscribed by the same places and changed by the same times.

And thus it is evident—enough so to dissolve the contradiction that arose

earlier—how the supreme essence of all exists everywhere and always, as well

as nowhere and never, that is, both in every place and time and in no place or

time, according to a harmonious truth understood in different ways.
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Chapter 23

How he can be better understood as existing everywhere,

rather than as existing in every place

Indeed, since it has been established that the supreme nature does not exist in

all places any more than in all existing things, not as if he were contained by

them, but because he contains them all by pervading them all, why should he

not be said to exist everywhere in the sense that he is understood as existing

in all existing things, rather than merely as existing in all places? For the truth

of the matter bears out this interpretation, and the proper way of speaking

about place in no way prevents it. For we often quite properly use place-words

for things that are not places and are not confined within any boundaries of

place. For example, I might say,“Understanding is there in the soul, where ra-

tionality is.” ‘There’ and ‘where’ are place-words, and yet the soul does not

confine anything, and understanding and rationality are not confined, within

any boundaries of place. Therefore, the truth of the matter is that the supreme

nature would be more aptly said to exist everywhere according to this inter-

pretation, so that he is understood as existing in all existing things rather than

merely as existing in all places. And since, as the arguments laid out above

show, this cannot be otherwise, he necessarily exists in all existing things in

such a way that he exists completely as one and the same whole all at once in

each of them individually.

Chapter 24

How he can be better understood as existing always,

rather than as existing at every time

It has also been established that this supreme substance exists without begin-

ning and without end,30 and that he has no past or future, or even a tempo-

ral—that is, a fleeting—present such as we experience,31 since his life or

eternity, which is nothing other than himself, is unchangeable and without

parts. So when ‘always’, which seems to designate all of time, is said of him, is

it not much more truly understood to signify eternity, which is never unlike

itself, rather than the variation of times, which is always in some respect un-

like itself?

Now for him, to exist is the same as to live. Therefore, if he is said to exist

‘always’, this is best understood as meaning that he exists or lives eternally; in

other words, that he enjoys illimitable life as a whole, perfectly, and all at
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once.32 For his eternity appears to be an illimitable life existing as a whole all

at once and perfectly. For, since it became perfectly clear earlier33 that this same

substance is nothing other than his own life and his own eternity, and that he

is in no way limitable, nor exists otherwise than as a whole all at once and per-

fectly, what else is true eternity, which belongs to him alone, but an illimitable

life existing as a whole all at once and perfectly? For, by this alone is it evi-

dently seen that true eternity exists in that substance alone, who alone has

been found to be not made, but the Maker. For true eternity is understood as

lacking the boundaries of a beginning and an end. But this is not true of any

created thing, as is shown by the very fact that they were made from nothing.

Chapter 25

That he cannot be changed by any accidents*

But that essence, who has been shown34 to be in every respect the same as

himself substantially: is he not sometimes different from himself, at least acci-

dentally? But then how is he supremely unchangeable if he can—I will not

say, be changeable, but at least be understood as changeable through accidents?

And on the other hand, how is he not subject to accidents, when the very fact

that he is greater than all other natures, and that he is unlike them, seems to

be accidental to him?

But why would susceptibility to certain of those things that are called acci-

dents be inconsistent with natural immutability, if taking on those accidents

causes no change in the substance? And in fact, among all the things that are

called accidents, it is understood that some—all colors, for example—cannot

be present or absent without some variation in the thing that participates in

them. But there are other s—some relations, for example—that are known to

bring about no change at all in the thing of which they are said by beginning

or ceasing to be present in it. For example, it is evident that I am not taller

than, shorter than, equal to, or similar to a human being who will be born after

this year. But once he has been born, I will be able—without any change on

my part—to have and to lose all these relations with respect to him as he

grows or is changed by various qualities. And so it becomes clear that among

the things that are called accidents, some do imply a degree of mutability,

whereas others in no way destroy immutability.
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Anselm’s point here is that we cannot call God a substance in the sense in which a sub-

stance is distinguished from its accidents. But we can use the word ‘substance’ as inter-

changeable with ‘essence’, in which case God is indeed a substance (that is, an essence or

being) that is beyond and above all other substances.

Therefore, just as the supreme nature never yields a place in his simplicity for

accidents that bring about change, in the same way he does not reject being

sometimes described in accordance with those accidents that in no way oppose

his supreme immutability. And yet his essence is not subject to any accident by

which it can be understood to be changeable. From this it can also be concluded

that he is not susceptible of any accident. For surely those accidents that cause a

change in something by beginning or ceasing to be present in it are judged, in

virtue of that very effect, to be truly accidents of the thing they change; and by

the same token, those that lack a similar effect are perceived to be improperly

called accidents.Therefore, just as he is always in every respect the same as him-

self substantially, so he is never in any respect different from himself, even acci-

dentally. But however things stand with the proper use of the word ‘accident’, it

is undoubtedly true that nothing can be said of the supremely unchangeable

nature from which he could be understood to be changeable.

Chapter 26

In what sense he is to be called a substance, and that he is 

beyond every substance, and uniquely is whatever he is

But if what I have observed about the simplicity of this nature is certain, in

what sense is he a substance? For although every substance is capable of tak-

ing on an admixture of differences or a change from accidents, his unchange-

able purity is altogether inaccessible to admixture or change. Therefore, how

will it be the case that he is a substance at all, unless ‘substance’ is used to mean

‘essence’,35 and he is just as much beyond as he is above every substance? For

however great the difference is between the being who is through himself

whatever he is and makes every other being from nothing, and a being that

through another is made from nothing to be whatever it is, the difference is

every bit as great between the supreme substance and those that are not the

same thing that he is. And since he alone among all natures has from himself

whatever existence he has, without the help of any other nature, is he not

uniquely whatever he is, having nothing in common with his creatures? Ac-

cordingly, if any word is ever applied to him in common with others, it must

undoubtedly be understood to have a very different signification.
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Chapter 27

That he is not included in a common classification of substances,

and yet he is a substance and an individual spirit

And so it is established that this substance is not included in any common clas-

sification of substances, since every other nature is excluded from having an

essence in common with him. Indeed, every substance is classified as either

universal or individual. A universal substance is essentially common to several*
substances, as being-a-man is common to individual men; an individual sub-

stance has a universal essence in common with others, as individual men have

in common with other individual men the fact that they are men. So how

would someone understand the supreme nature as being included in this clas-

sification of other substances, since he is neither divided into several substances

nor conjoined with any other through a common essence? Nevertheless, since

he not only most assuredly exists but also exists in the highest way of all things,

and the essence of any given thing is generally called a substance, surely, if he

can be worthily be called anything at all, there is nothing to prevent us from

calling him a substance.

Now since we know of no worthier essence than spirit or body,* and of

these, spirit is worthier than body, we must of course declare that he is a spirit

and not a body. But since that spirit can have no parts, and there cannot be

more than one spirit like him, he is necessarily an altogether individual spirit.

For since (as was established earlier) he is not composed of parts,36 and he can-

not be understood as capable of being changed by any differences or acci-

dents,37 it is impossible for him to be divisible by any sort of division.

Chapter 28

That this spirit exists in an unqualified* sense, and creatures 

do not exist at all compared to him

It seems, therefore, to follow from our earlier conclusions that this spirit, who

thus exists in his own wonderfully unique and uniquely wonderful way, is in

a certain sense the only thing that exists, whereas all the other things that ap-

pear to exist do not exist at all compared to him. For if we look at this care-

fully, he alone will be seen to exist in an unqualified sense and perfectly and

absolutely, whereas all other things nearly do not exist at all, and barely do

exist. For because of his unchangeable eternity, it can in no way be said of that

spirit because of any alteration that he existed or will exist; instead, he exists
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in an unqualified sense. Nor does he exist changeably, so that he is now some-

thing that at some time he was not or will not be. Nor does he fail to be now

what at some other time he was or will be. Rather, whatever he is, he is once

and for all, all at once, and illimitably. And since his existence is like this, he is

rightly said to exist in an unqualified sense and absolutely and perfectly.

By contrast, all other things exist changeably in some respect, so that at some

time they were or will be something that they are not now, or they are now

something that at some time they were not or will not be. What they once

were no longer exists, and what they will be does not yet exist, and what they

are in the fleeting, utterly brief, and barely-existing present barely exists.

Therefore, since they exist so changeably, it is not unreasonable to deny that

they exist in an unqualified sense and perfectly and absolutely, and to assert

that they nearly do not exist, and barely do exist.

Further, all things whatsoever that are different from him came from non-

being to being, not through themselves but through another; and as far as their

own power goes, they return to non-being unless they are sustained through

another. How, then, can it be characteristic of them to exist in an unqualified

sense or perfectly or absolutely, rather than barely to exist, or nearly not to

exist? And only that ineffable spirit can in no way be understood to have

begun from non-being, or to be capable of undergoing any degeneration from

what he is into non-being; and whatever he is, he is not through anything

other than himself, that is, through what he himself is. So is not his existence

rightly understood to be the only unqualified, perfect, and absolute existence?

Now surely that which is thus in an unqualified sense and in every respect

the only perfect, unqualified, and absolute existence can in a certain sense

rightly be said to be the only thing that exists. And on the other hand what-

ever is known through the above argument as not existing in an unqualified

sense or perfectly or absolutely, but instead as barely existing or nearly not ex-

isting, is indeed in a certain sense rightly said not to exist. So according to this

argument, only that Creator Spirit exists, and all created things do not exist.

And yet it is not the case that they utterly do not exist, since they have been

made from nothing by him who alone exists absolutely.

Chapter 29

That his utterance38 is the very same thing as himself; and 

yet they are not two spirits but one

Now, having examined those things regarding the properties of the supreme

nature that have occurred to me up to this point as I follow the guidance of
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reason, I think it is appropriate, if I can do so, to examine his utterance, by

which all things were made.39 And although everything I was able to ascertain

about it above has the unbending rigor of reason, the fact that it is proved to

be the very same thing as the supreme spirit himself especially compels me to

discuss that utterance more carefully. For if the supreme spirit made nothing

except through himself, and whatever was made by him was made through his

utterance, how can that utterance be anything other than what he himself is?

Moreover, the things we have already discovered declare irrefutably that

nothing at all ever could or can subsist* other than the creating spirit and what

he creates.40 Now it is impossible for the utterance of that spirit to be included

among created things, since every subsistent created thing was made through

it, and it could not have been made through itself. Indeed, nothing can be

made through itself, since whatever is made is posterior* to that through

which it was made, and nothing is posterior to itself. And so, since the utter-

ance of the supreme spirit cannot be a creature, the only remaining possibil-

ity is that it is nothing other than the supreme spirit.

Finally, this utterance cannot be understood as anything other than the un-

derstanding of that spirit, by which he understands all things. For what is it for

him to utter something, in this sense of “uttering,” other than to understand

it? For unlike a human being, he never fails to utter what he understands.

Therefore, if that supremely simple* nature is nothing other than what his

understanding is, just as he is the same as what his wisdom is, then it must be

that in the same way he is nothing other than what his utterance is. But since

it is already evident that the supreme spirit is only one, and in every way

individual,41 his utterance must be consubstantial* with him, so that they are

not two spirits but one.

Chapter 30

That this utterance does not consist of many words, but rather is one Word*

Why, then, should I hesitate over the question I left open earlier, namely,

whether this utterance consists in several* words or in one?42 For if this utter-
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ance is consubstantial with the supreme nature in such a way that they are not

two, but one spirit, then of course that utterance is supremely simple,* just as

the supreme nature is. Therefore, it does not consist of several words; rather, it

is one Word, through whom all things were made.

Chapter 31

That this Word is not a likeness of created things but the truth of their essence,

whereas created things are an imitation of that truth; and which natures 

are greater and more excellent than others

But behold! It seems to me that a question arises that is not easy and yet

should in no way be left unresolved. For all words by which we say things in

our mind (that is, think them) are likenesses and images of the things of which

they are words. And every likeness or image is more or less true as it imitates

more or less the thing of which it is a likeness. So what are we to hold about

that Word by whom all things are uttered, and through whom all things were

made? Is he or is he not a likeness of those things that were made through

him? For if he is a true likeness of mutable things, he is not consubstantial*
with the supreme immutability, which is false. On the other hand, if he is not

an altogether true likeness of mutable things, but merely some sort of likeness,

the Word of the supreme truth is not altogether true, which is absurd. But 

if he has no likeness to mutable things, how is it that they were patterned 

after him? 

But perhaps none of this uncertainty will remain if we understand it in this

way. The truth of a human being is said to exist in a living human being,

whereas in a painted one there is the likeness or image of that truth. In the

same way, the truth of existing is understood to be in the Word, whose essence

exists so supremely that in a certain sense it alone exists, whereas in the things

that by comparison with him in a certain sense do not exist, and yet have been

made something through him and in accordance with him, there is judged to

be an imitation of that supreme essence. Thus, the Word of the supreme truth,

who himself is also the supreme truth, experiences no gain or loss depending

on whether he is more or less like creatures; instead, it must be the case that

every created thing is so much greater and more excellent the more it is like

him who supremely exists and is supremely great.

For it is perhaps on this basis—no, not perhaps—it is certainly on this basis

that every intellect judges that natures that are in some way living are more

excellent than those that are not living, natures that perceive than those that

do not perceive, and rational natures than those that lack reason. For since the

supreme nature in his own unique way not merely exists but also lives and

perceives and is rational, it is clear that of all existing things, what is in some
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way living is more like him than what is in no way living; and what in some

way knows something, even through a bodily sense, is more like him than

what perceives nothing at all; and what is rational is more like him than what

is not capable of reason. And by a similar argument it is clear that certain na-

tures exist more greatly or to a lesser degree than others. For just as something

exists more excellently by nature if its natural essence is closer to the most ex-

cellent nature, so a nature exists more greatly if its essence is more like the

supreme essence.

That this also is the case can, I think, be easily established. Suppose one first

thinks of a substance that lives and is capable of perception and is rational.

Then in thought one takes away its rationality, next its ability to perceive, then

its life, and finally the bare existence that is all that remains.Who would not

understand that the substance that is thus destroyed a little at a time is gradu-

ally brought to exist less and less, and finally not to exist at all? So if these

things are taken away one at a time, they lead an essence down to a lesser and

lesser existence; but if they are added in an orderly way, they lead it up to a

greater and greater existence. So it is evident that a living substance exists

more greatly than one that is not living, one that is capable of perception than

one that is not capable of perception, and one that is rational than one that is

not rational. And so there is no doubt that every essence exists more greatly

and is more excellent to the extent that it is more like the essence that

supremely exists and is supremely excellent.

And so it is sufficiently clear that in the Word, through whom all things 

were made, there is no likeness of those things but rather their true and 

unqualified* essence. By contrast, in the things that were made there is no un-

qualified and absolute essence; instead, there is barely an imitation of that true

essence. Hence it must be that the Word is not more or less true depending

on the likeness of created things; instead, every created nature stands at a

higher level of essence and dignity the more it is seen to approach him.

Chapter 32

That the supreme spirit utters himself by his coeternal Word

But since this is so, how can he, who is the unqualified* truth, be the Word

of those things of which he is not a likeness? For every word by which a

thing is uttered by the mind is a likeness of that thing. And if he is not the

Word of those things that were made through him, in what sense is he a

Word? Surely every word is the word of some thing. Furthermore, if there

were never any creature, there would be no word of a creature.What then?

Are we to conclude that the Word, who is the supreme essence and lacks for

nothing, would not exist at all if no creature ever existed? Or perhaps that
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the supreme essence, which the Word is, would indeed be eternal through

his essence, but he would not be a Word if nothing were ever made through

him? For there can be no word of something that neither existed, nor 

exists, nor will exist.

But according to this argument, if no essence other than the supreme spirit

ever existed, no word at all would exist in him. If no word ever existed in

him, he would not utter anything within himself. Now for him, to utter

something is the same as to understand it. So if he did not utter anything

within himself, he would not understand anything. If he did not understand

anything, it would follow that the supreme wisdom, which is nothing other

than that same spirit, would not understand anything, which is utterly ab-

surd.What then? If he did not understand anything, how would he be the

supreme wisdom?

But then if nothing existed apart from him, what would he understand?

Would he not understand himself? Indeed, how can it even be thought that the

supreme wisdom at some time fails to understand himself, since the rational

mind can remember not only itself but even the supreme wisdom and can un-

derstand both him and itself? For if the human mind were not capable of re-

membering or understanding either him or itself, it would in no way be able

to distinguish itself from nonrational creatures or to distinguish him from all

of creation by reasoning silently within itself, as my mind is doing now.There-

fore, just as that supreme spirit is eternal, so too he eternally remembers and

understands himself after the likeness of the rational mind—or rather, not

after the likeness of anything; instead, he does so paradigmatically, and the ra-

tional mind does so after his likeness. Now if he understands himself eternally,

he utters himself eternally. And if he utters himself eternally, his Word exists

with him eternally. Therefore, whether he is thought to exist without any

other essence existing, or along with other things that exist, his Word, coeter-

nal with him, must exist with him.

Chapter 33

That by one Word he utters both himself and what he made

But behold! While I was asking about the Word by which the Creator utters

all the things he made, it was the Word by which he utters himself, who made

all things, that presented itself to me. Does he utter himself by one Word and

the things he makes by some other Word? Or is the Word by which he utters

whatever he makes the very same as the Word by which he utters himself? For

the Word by which he utters himself must also be the very same thing that he

is, just as was true of the Word by which he utters the things he made. For

even if nothing other than the supreme spirit ever existed, reason nevertheless
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compels the conclusion that the Word by which he utters himself necessarily

exists. And so what is truer than this: that his Word is nothing other than what

he himself is? Therefore, if by a Word that is consubstantial* with himself he

utters both himself and the things he makes, it is evident that the Word by

which he utters himself and the Word by which he utters creation are one sub-

stance. So if there is one substance, how can there be two Words?

But perhaps the identity of the substance does not compel us to assert the

unity of the word. For he who utters by means of these words has the same

substance they have, and yet he is not a word. And of course the Word by

which the supreme wisdom utters himself is most appropriately called his

Word according to our earlier argument, since he bears a perfect likeness to

him. For it cannot be denied by any argument that when the rational mind

understands itself by thinking itself, an image of itself is born in its thought.

Indeed, that very thinking of itself is its own image, formed to its own like-

ness as by its own impress. For whatever the mind desires to understand accu-

rately, whether through corporeal imagination or through reason, it tries to

impress a likeness of that thing in its thought, so far as it can. And the more

truly it does this, the more truly it thinks of that thing. This fact is of course

observed more clearly when the mind thinks of something other than itself,

especially when it thinks of some body.* For when I think of someone I know

who is absent, the gaze of my thought is formed into an image of him like the

one that I committed to memory through the vision of my eyes. This image

in thought is the word of the man whom I utter by thinking of him. There-

fore, when the rational mind understands itself by thinking itself, it has within

itself its own image, born from itself—in other words, its thought of itself,

formed to its own likeness as by its own impress—although it is reason alone

that can distinguish the mind from this image of itself.43 This image of the

mind is its word.

And so who could deny that in this way, when the supreme wisdom under-

stands himself by uttering himself, he begets a likeness of himself that is con-

substantial with himself: that is, his Word? Although nothing fully adequate can

properly be said of such a uniquely excellent thing, he is not improperly called

his likeness, and in the same way also his image44 and figure and character.45

By contrast, the Word by whom he utters creation is not the word of creation
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in a similar sense at all, since he is not a likeness of creation but rather its para-

digmatic essence.46 It follows, therefore, that he does not utter creation by a

word of creation. So if he does not utter creation by a word of creation, by

whose word does he utter creation? For what he utters, he utters by a word,

and a word is the word (that is, the likeness) of something. Now if he utters

nothing other than himself and creation, he cannot utter anything except by

his own Word or by a word of creation. Therefore, if he utters nothing by a

word of creation, whatever he utters, he utters by his own Word.Therefore, he

utters both himself and whatever he made by one and the same Word.

Chapter 34

How he can be seen to utter creation by his own Word

But how can such different things—namely, the creating and the created

essence—be uttered by one Word, especially since that Word is coeternal with

him who utters it, whereas creation is not coeternal with him? Perhaps it is

because he is himself the supreme wisdom and the supreme reason, in which

all created things exist. For any work that is made according to a craft always—

not only when it is made, but even before it is made and after it is destroyed—

exists in that craft as nothing other than the craft itself. Therefore, when that

supreme spirit utters himself, he utters all created things. For before they were

made, and once they have already been made, and when they are destroyed or

in any way changed, they always exist in him, not as what they are in them-

selves, but as what he himself is. For in themselves they are a changeable

essence created according to an unchangeable reason; in him, however, they

are that first essence and first truth of existing, and the more they are in any

way like him, the more truly and excellently do they exist. And so in this way

it can reasonably be asserted that when the supreme spirit utters himself, he

also, by one and the same Word, utters whatever was made.

Chapter 35

That whatever was made is life and truth in his Word and knowledge

Now since it has been established that his Word is consubstantial with him and

exactly like him, it follows necessarily that all the things that exist in him exist

in his Word in just the same way. So whatever was made—whether it is living
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or non-living, or whatever it is in itself —is, in him, life and truth.47 And since

for the supreme spirit there is no difference between knowing and under-

standing or uttering, he must know all the things he knows in the same way

that he utters or understands them. Therefore, just as all things are life and

truth in his Word, so are they also in his knowledge.

Chapter 36

In what an incomprehensible way he utters or knows the things he made

From this it can be most clearly comprehended that no human knowledge can

comprehend how that spirit utters or knows the things that were made. For

no one doubts that created substances exist in themselves quite differently

from how they exist in our knowledge. After all, in themselves they exist

through their own essence, whereas in our knowledge it is not their essences

but their likenesses that exist. So it follows that they exist more truly in them-

selves than in our knowledge to the extent that they exist more truly some-

where through their essence than through their likeness. And it is also clear

that every created substance exists more truly in the Word, that is, in the un-

derstanding of the Creator, than in itself, to the extent that the creating essence

exists more truly than a created essence. So if our knowledge is as much sur-

passed by created substances as their likeness falls short of their essence,48 how

will the human mind understand what that utterance and that knowledge are

like, since they are far higher and truer than created substances?

Chapter 37

That whatever he is with respect to creation, his Word is also; nevertheless,

the two of them together are not so in more than one way

Now since the arguments above clearly show that the supreme spirit made all

things through his Word, did not the Word himself also make all things? For

since he is consubstantial with him whose Word he is, he must be the supreme

essence. But there is only one supreme essence, who is the only Creator and

only origin of all created things. For he alone made all things from nothing,

not through another, but through himself. So whatever the supreme spirit
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makes, his Word also makes, and in the same way.49 Therefore, whatever the

supreme spirit is with respect to creation, his Word is also, and in the same way.

Nevertheless, the two of them together are not so in more than one way, for

there is not more than one supreme creating essence. Therefore, just as he is

the Creator and origin of things, so also is his Word; and yet they are not two,

but one Creator and one origin.

Chapter 38

That one cannot say what they are two of, and yet they must be two

And so one must pay close attention to something that is quite unusual in the

case of other things but seems to happen in the case of the supreme spirit and

his Word. For it is certain that whatever they are in their essence, and what-

ever they are with respect to creation, is present in each of them individually,

and in both of them together, in such a way as to be complete in both and yet

not introduce any plurality into the two of them. For although the supreme

spirit individually is completely the supreme truth and the Creator, and his

Word individually is also the supreme truth and the Creator, nevertheless the

two of them together are not two truths or two Creators.

But although this is so, it is nevertheless in a strange way quite clear that the

one whose Word exists cannot be his own Word, and the Word cannot be the

one whose Word he is. Thus, in that which signifies either what they are sub-

stantially or what they are with respect to creation, they always keep an indi-

vidual unity; but in virtue of the fact that the supreme spirit does not exist from

the Word, whereas the Word exists from him, they admit an ineffable plurality.

Ineffable indeed—for although necessity compels that they be two, there is

no way to express what they are two of. For even if they can be said to be two

equals (or something else like that) in relation to each other, if it is asked what

the thing is of which these relatives* are said, one will not be able to answer

in the plural, as when two lines are said to be equal or two human beings to

be similar. Certainly they are not two equal spirits, or two equal Creators, or

two of anything that signifies either their essence or their relationship to cre-

ation. Nor are they two of anything that signifies the distinguishing relation-

ship of one to the other; they are not two Words or two images. After all, the

Word’s being a Word or image implies a relationship to another: he must be

the Word or image of something. These are the distinguishing characteristics of

the Word, so much so that they cannot in any way be shared by the other.

For he whose Word or image he is, is neither an image nor a Word.
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So it is established that one cannot express what the supreme spirit and his

Word are two of, 50 although they must be two because of their individual

properties. For it is the distinguishing characteristic of the second that he 

exists from the first, and it is the distinguishing characteristic of the first that

the second exists from him.

Chapter 39

That the Word exists from the supreme spirit by being born

This can, it seems, be expressed in no more familiar terms than by saying that

it is the distinguishing characteristic of the second that he is born from the

first, and it is the distinguishing characteristic of the first that the second is

born from him. For it has certainly been established already51 that the Word of

the supreme spirit does not exist from him in the same way as the things that

were made by him, but rather as Creator from Creator, supreme from

supreme, and—to express their likeness in the briefest way possible—the very

same from the very same, and in such a way that he in no way exists except

from him. Therefore, since it is evident that the Word of the supreme spirit

exists from him alone in such a way that he bears a perfect likeness to him as

offspring to parent, and that he does not exist from him in the sense that he

is made by him, he is indeed most appropriately thought of as existing from

him by being born. Indeed, if we do not hesitate to say that countless things

are born from the things from which they have their existence, even though

they bear no likeness, as offspring to parent, to the things from which they are

said to be born—for we say that hair is born from the head and fruit from a

tree, although hair is not like the head and fruit is not like the tree—; if, I say,

many such things are not absurdly said to be born, it is as much more fittingly

said that the Word of the supreme spirit exists from him by being born, as he

more perfectly bears a likeness to him, like that of offspring to parent, by

existing from him.

Chapter 40

That most truly he is the parent and the Word his offspring

But if the Word is most appropriately said to be born and is so much like the

one from whom he is born, why is he regarded as like him in the way that

offspring is like a parent? Should it not rather be asserted that one is parent
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and the other is offspring the more truly, the more that the one by himself

suffices completely for the birth of the other and he who is born expresses his

likeness? For in other things that certainly have a relationship of parent to off-

spring, none of them begets in such a way that it needs no help and is by it-

self completely sufficient to beget its offspring, and none of them is begotten

in such a way that it is exactly like its parent, with no admixture of unlikeness.

Therefore, given that the Word of the supreme spirit exists so completely from

his essence alone, and is like him in such a unique way, that no other offspring

exists so completely from the essence of its parent alone or is so much like its

parent, the relationship of parent to offspring certainly seems not to apply to

anything so fittingly as it does to the supreme spirit and his Word. Therefore,

the distinguishing characteristic of the supreme spirit is to be most truly parent,

and the distinguishing characteristic of the Word is to be most truly offspring.

Chapter 41

That he most truly begets and the Word is begotten

Now this could not be the case unless it were equally true that he most truly

begets and the Word is most truly begotten. Therefore, just as the earlier claim

is clearly true, this claim must be absolutely certain. Therefore, the supreme

spirit most truly begets and his Word is most truly begotten.

Chapter 42

That he is most truly begetter and Father, and the other is begotten and Son

At this point I should like to conclude (and perhaps I could) that he is most

truly the Father, while the other is mostly truly the Son. But I think one

should not overlook the question whether they are more properly called ‘Fa-

ther’ and ‘Son’ or ‘Mother’ and ‘Daughter’, since there is no distinction of sex

in them. For if it is appropriate to call him ‘Father’ and his offspring ‘Son’ be-

cause they are both spirit, why would not a parallel argument show that it is

appropriate for one to be Mother and the other Daughter, since they are both

truth and wisdom?52 Or is it because in those natures that do have a distinc-

tion of sexes, being a father or son is characteristic of the better sex, whereas

being a mother or daughter is characteristic of the lesser sex? This is indeed

naturally the case in most, but in some it is just the opposite, as in certain kinds

of birds, in which the female sex is always larger and stronger, whereas the

male is smaller and weaker.
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But surely the real reason why it is more appropriate for the supreme spirit

to be called Father rather than Mother is that the first and principal cause of

offspring is always in the father. For since the paternal cause always in some

way precedes the maternal, it would be quite incongruous to apply the word

‘mother’ to that parent who begets his offspring without any other cause that

either accompanies or precedes him. Therefore, it is most true that the

supreme spirit is the Father of his offspring.

Now given that a son is always more like his father than a daughter is, and

nothing is more like another than his offspring is like the supreme Father, it is

most true that this offspring is not a daughter but a Son. Therefore, just as it

is the distinguishing characteristic of the one that he most truly begets and of

the other that he is most truly begotten, so it is the distinguishing character-

istic of the one that he is most truly begetter and of the other that he is most

truly begotten. And just as the one is most truly parent and the other most

truly offspring, so the one is most truly Father and the other most truly Son.

Chapter 43

A reconsideration of what is common to both and the 

distinguishing characteristics of each

Having discovered so many and so great distinguishing characteristics of each,

by which it is proved that there is a marvelous plurality—as ineffable as it is

inevitable—in the supreme unity, it seems to me most delightful to reconsider

so impenetrable a mystery again and again. For behold, it is impossible for him

who begets to be the same as him who is begotten, and for the parent to be

the same as the offspring—so much so that it is necessary that the begetter be

one thing and the begotten something else, and that the Father be one thing

and the Son something else. Nevertheless, it is necessary that he who begets

be the same as him who is begotten, and that the parent be the same as the

offspring—so much so that it is impossible for the begetter to be other than

what the begotten is, and for the Father to be other than what the Son is.

Now the Father is one thing and the Son is another, so much so that it is al-

together obvious that they are two; and yet that which they both are is so

much one and the same thing that it is completely obscure what they are two

of. For the Father is one thing and the Son another, so much so that when I

speak of both, I see that I have spoken of two things; and yet that which is

both Father and Son is so much one and the same thing that I do not under-

stand what two things I have spoken of. For although the Father individually

is completely the supreme spirit, and the Son individually is completely the

supreme spirit, nevertheless, the Father-spirit and the Son-spirit are so much

one and the same that the Father and the Son are not two spirits but one

spirit.
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Thus, just as the individual distinguishing characteristics of each do not

admit of plurality, since they do not belong to both of them, so what is com-

mon to both keeps its individual unity, even though it belongs wholly to each.

For just as there are not two fathers or two sons but one Father and one Son,

since their individual distinguishing characteristics belong to them individu-

ally, so there are not two spirits but one, even though the Father is a complete

spirit and the Son is also a complete spirit. In virtue of their relations they are

opposed in such a way that neither takes on the distinguishing characteristic

of the other; in virtue of their nature they are harmonious in such a way that

each always has the essence of the other. For in virtue of the fact that one is

the Father and the other is the Son, they are so different that the Father is

never called the Son and the Son is never called the Father; and in virtue of

their substance they are so much the same that the essence of the Son always

exists in the Father and the essence of the Father always exists in the Son. For

there are not different essences but the same essence, not several* essences, but

one essence of both.

Chapter 44

How one is the essence of the other

Hence, if we say that one is the essence of the other, we are not straying from

the truth but rather emphasizing the supreme unity and simplicity of their

common nature. For if we say that the Father is the essence of the Son and

the Son is the essence of the Father, we cannot understand this in the same

way as when we talk about the wisdom of a man through which the man is

wise. For a man cannot be wise through himself; but we do not mean that the

Son exists through the Father and the Father through the Son, as if one could

exist only through the other in the same way that a man can be wise only

through wisdom. For just as the supreme wisdom is always wise through him-

self, so also the supreme essence always exists through himself. Now the Fa-

ther is completely the supreme essence, and the Son is also completely the

supreme essence. Therefore, the Father exists completely through himself, and

the Son also exists completely through himself, just as each of them is wise

through himself.

For that essence or wisdom which is the Son is no less perfect simply because

he is an essence born of the Father’s essence and a wisdom born of his wisdom.

But he would indeed be a less perfect essence or wisdom if he did not exist

through himself or were not wise through himself. For it is in no way contra-

dictory that the Son both subsists* through himself and has being from the Fa-

ther. For just as the Father has essence and wisdom and life in himself, so that

it is not through someone else’s but through his own essence that he exists,

through his own wisdom that he is wise, and through his own life that he lives,
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so by begetting the Son he grants the Son to have essence and wisdom and 

life in himself,53 so that it is not through someone else’s essence, wisdom,

and life but through his own that he subsists, is wise, and lives. Otherwise 

the being of the Father and the Son would not be the same, nor would the Son

be equal to the Father. And we saw above54 quite clearly how false that is.

Therefore, it is not contradictory that the Son both subsists through himself

and exists from the Father, since this very power of subsisting through 

himself is necessarily something he has from the Father. For if some wise 

man teaches me his wisdom, which I formerly lacked, we would rightly say

that he had taught me by means of that very wisdom of his. But although my

wisdom would have its being and its wisdom from his wisdom, nonetheless,

once it existed it would exist only through its own essence and be wise only

through itself. So it is all the more true that the eternal Father’s coeternal

Son—who has being from the Father in such a way that they are not two

essences—subsists, is wise, and lives through himself.

So if we say that the Father is the essence of the Son and the Son is the

essence of the Father, this cannot be understood as meaning that either of

them can subsist only through the other and not through himself. Rather, in

order to indicate that they share the supremely simple and supremely unitary

essence, it can be fittingly said and understood that each is the very same as

the other in such a way that each has the essence of the other. Now for each

of them there is no difference between having an essence and being an

essence. And so by this argument, just as each has the essence of the other,

each is the essence of the other; that is, one has the same being as the other.

Chapter 45

That the Son can more appropriately be called the essence of the Father than 

the Father can be called the essence of the Son; and that similarly 

the Son is the power and wisdom of the Father, and so on

But although this is true according to the argument we have examined, it is

far more fitting to call the Son the essence of the Father than to call the Fa-

ther the essence of the Son. For since the Father has his essence from no one

but himself, it is not completely appropriate to say that he has anyone’s essence

but his own. By contrast, since the Son has his essence from the Father, and

indeed the very same essence that the Father has, he can be most appropri-

ately said to have the essence of the Father.
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Now neither of them has his essence otherwise than by being that essence.

Therefore, just as the Son is much more appropriately understood to have the

essence of the Father than the Father to have the essence of the Son, so also

the Son can be more fittingly called the essence of the Father than the Father

can be called the essence of the Son. For this one expression indicates, with

quite pointed brevity, not only that the Son has the same essence as the Fa-

ther, but also that he has it from the Father. Thus, “the Son is the essence of

the Father” means “the Son is an essence no different from the Father’s

essence; indeed, he is an essence from the Father.” In the same way, therefore,

the Son is the power, the wisdom or truth, and the justice of the Father, and

whatever else belongs to the essence of the supreme spirit.

Chapter 46

How some of the statements expressed in this way can also 

be understood in another way

Nevertheless, some of the statements that can be expressed and interpreted in

this way seem to admit another interpretation—and not an inappropriate

one—for the very same statement. For it is clear that the Son is the true

Word, that is, the perfect understanding or perfect cognition, knowledge, and

wisdom of the whole substance of the Father; in other words, he is that

which understands and cognizes and knows and is wise concerning the very

essence of the Father. Therefore, if one says that the Son is the understand-

ing, wisdom, knowledge, and cognition or awareness of the Father, in the

sense that he understands, is wise concerning, knows, and is aware of the

Father, one in no way departs from the truth. Also, the Son can be most ap-

propriately called the truth of the Father, not only in the sense that the truth

of the Son is the very same truth as that of the Father, as we have already dis-

cussed, but also in the sense that in him is understood not an imperfect imi-

tation but the unadulterated truth of the Father’s substance, since he is

nothing other than what the Father is.

Chapter 47

That the Son is the understanding of understanding and the truth of truth,

and so on for similar attributes

Now if the Father’s substance is understanding, knowledge, wisdom, and

truth, then, since the Son is the understanding, knowledge, wisdom, and truth

of the Father’s substance, it follows that he is the understanding of under-

standing, the knowledge of knowledge, the wisdom of wisdom, and the

truth of truth.
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Chapter 48

That ‘memory’ signifies the Father just as ‘understanding’ signifies the Son;

and how the Son is the understanding or wisdom of memory, as well 

as the memory of the Father and the memory of memory

But what are we to hold about memory? Are we to judge that the Son is the

understanding of memory, or the memory of the Father, or the memory of

memory? Indeed, since it cannot be denied that the supreme spirit remembers

himself, nothing could be more appropriate than to use ‘memory’ to signify

the Father, just as we use ‘Word’ to signify the Son; for it seems that a word is

born from the memory, as is more clearly seen in the case of our own mind.

For since the human mind is not always thinking of itself, as it always remem-

bers itself, it is clear that when it does think of itself, its word is born from its

memory. Hence it is evident that if it were always thinking of itself, its word

would always be born from its memory. For to think of a thing we remember

is to utter it in our mind; the word of that thing, then, is that very thought,

formed out of our memory after the likeness of the thing. And so from this

we can quite clearly understand that his coeternal Word is born from the eter-

nal memory of the supreme substance, who always utters himself, just as he al-

ways remembers himself. Therefore, just as the Word is fittingly understood to

be an offspring, so the memory is quite appropriately called a parent.

Therefore, if the offspring that is born entirely from the supreme spirit alone

is the offspring of his memory, nothing follows more logically than that he is

his own memory. For it is not the case that by remembering himself he exists

in his own memory as one thing exists in another, in the way that things in

the memory of the human mind are not our memory itself. Rather, he re-

members himself in such a way that he is his own memory.

And so it follows that just as the Son is the understanding or wisdom of the

Father, so he is also the understanding or wisdom of the Father’s memory.

Now whatever the Son is wise about or understands, he likewise also remem-

bers. So the Son is the memory of the Father and the memory of memory,

that is, the memory that remembers the Father, who is memory; just as he is

also the wisdom of the Father and the wisdom of wisdom, that is, the wisdom

that is wise concerning the Father, who is wisdom. And the Son is indeed

memory born from memory, just as he is wisdom born from wisdom; but the

Father is memory or wisdom born from no one.

Chapter 49

That the supreme spirit loves himself

But behold! As I consider with delight the distinguishing characteristics and

the common features of the Father and the Son, I find nothing that brings me
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greater delight to consider than their affection of mutual love. For how absurd

it would be to deny that the supreme spirit loves himself, just as he remem-

bers and understands himself, when even the rational mind can be shown to

love itself and him in virtue of the fact that it can remember and understand

itself and him! After all, the memory and understanding of a thing is idle and

completely useless unless the thing itself is either loved or repudiated as rea-

son requires. Therefore, the supreme spirit loves himself, just as he remembers

and understands himself.

Chapter 50

That this love proceeds equally from the Father and the Son

Now to anyone who has reason it is perfectly clear that he does not remem-

ber or understand himself because he loves himself; rather, he loves himself

because he remembers and understands himself. Furthermore, he cannot

love himself unless he remembers and understands himself. For nothing is

loved unless it is remembered and understood, and many things are remem-

bered and understood that are not loved. It is therefore evident that the love

of the supreme spirit proceeds from him in virtue of the fact that he remem-

bers and understands himself. And since by “the memory of the supreme

spirit” we mean the Father and by ‘understanding’ we mean the Son, it is

clear that the love of the supreme spirit proceeds equally from the Father

and the Son.

Chapter 51

That each loves himself and the other with an equal love

Now if the supreme spirit loves himself, undoubtedly the Father loves him-

self, the Son loves himself, and each loves the other, because the Father indi-

vidually is the supreme spirit, and the Son individually is the supreme spirit,

and both together are one spirit, and also because each equally remembers and

understands himself and the other. And since what loves or is loved in the Fa-

ther is exactly the same as what loves or is loved in the Son, it must be that

each loves himself and the other with an equal love.

Chapter 52

That this love is as great as the supreme spirit

How great, then, is this love of the supreme spirit, which is thus common to

the Father and the Son? If his love of himself is as great as his memory and
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understanding of himself, and his memory and understanding of himself is as

great as his essence—and this cannot be otherwise—, then his love is indeed

as great as he himself is.

Chapter 53

That this love is the very same thing that the supreme spirit is, and 

yet together with the Father and the Son he is one spirit

But what can be equal to the supreme spirit other than the supreme spirit?

And so this love is the supreme spirit. Furthermore, even if no creature—that

is, nothing other than the supreme spirit, who is the Father and the Son—

ever existed, the Father and Son would nonetheless love both themselves and

each other. And so it follows that this love is nothing other than what the Fa-

ther and the Son are, namely, the supreme essence. Now since there cannot be

more than one supreme essence, what is more necessary than that the Father

and the Son and the love of each is one supreme essence? So this love is the

supreme wisdom, the supreme truth, the supreme good, and whatever else can

be said of the substance of the supreme spirit.

Chapter 54

That this love proceeds as a whole from the Father and as a whole 

from the Son, and yet he is only one love

We must carefully examine whether there are two loves, one proceeding from

the Father and the other from the Son; whether there is one proceeding not

as a whole from one but partly from the Father and partly from the Son; or

whether there is neither more than one love, nor just one proceeding partly

from each individually, but rather one and the same proceeding as a whole

from each individually and from both at once. Now we can undoubtedly re-

solve this doubtful issue by noticing that he does not proceed from that in

virtue of which the Father and the Son are more than one, but rather from

that in virtue of which they are one. For the Father and the Son equally send

forth so great a good, not from their relations, which are more than one (for

the relation of Father is one thing and the relation of Son is another), but from

their essence, which admits no plurality. Therefore, just as the Father individ-

ually is the supreme spirit and the Son individually is the supreme spirit, and

the Father and the Son together are not two spirits but one, so also the whole

love of the supreme spirit flows forth from the Father individually and from

the Son individually, and what flows forth from the Father and the Son to-

gether is not two wholes, but one and the same whole.
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Of course we do not say things like this in English. The verb gigni, which I have trans-

lated as “to be begotten” in view of its use in Trinitarian theology, is here being used in its

wider sense to mean “to come to exist.”

Chapter 55

That this love is not their son

What then? Since this love has being equally from the Father and the Son,

and since it is so much like them that it is in no way unlike them but is in

every respect the same as they are, should it be considered their son or off-

spring? Now as soon as the Word is contemplated he gives most compelling

proof that he is the offspring of him from whom he exists, for he bears the

unmistakable image of his parent; whereas this love just as openly denies that

he is an offspring, since when he is understood to proceed from the Father

and the Son, he does not immediately exhibit to one who contemplates him

his likeness to him from whom he exists, although the argument we have

considered shows that he is indeed in every respect the same as the Father

and the Son are.

Furthermore, if he is their offspring, either one of them is his father and the

other is his mother, or they are both his father or mother. But all these possi-

bilities seem inconsistent with the truth. For since he does not proceed from

the Father any differently than from the Son, the truth will not permit dis-

similar words to be used to express the Father’s and the Son’s relation to him.

So it is not the case that one is his father and the other his mother. But no

nature provides any example of two things, each of which equally has a

complete and altogether identical relationship of father or mother to some

one thing. Therefore, it is not the case that both the Father and the Son are

the father or mother of the love that flows forth from them. And so the claim

that this love is their son or offspring does not seem at all consistent with the

truth.

Chapter 56

That only the Father is begetter and unbegotten, only the Son is begotten,

and only the love is neither begotten nor unbegotten

Nevertheless, it seems that this love cannot absolutely be called ‘unbegotten’

in our common way of speaking, but neither can he be called ‘begotten’ as

properly as the Son. For we are accustomed to say frequently that something

is begotten from the thing from which it exists, as when we say that heat or

light is begotten from fire, or an effect from its cause.55 So in this sense the love

that comes forth from the supreme spirit can in no way be called unbegotten.
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The Latin is spirant. In Trinitarian theology the Father is said to “beget” the Son; the

Father and Son together are said to spirate the Holy Spirit.
57

That is, if one can say that he is “breathed out” (spiratur), he can appropriately be called

the “Spirit” (Spiritus).

But on the other hand, he cannot be called ‘begotten’ as properly as the Word,

since the Word is most truly offspring and Son, whereas it is clear that the love

is in no way Son or offspring. And so it can be said—indeed, it ought to be

said—that only he whose Word exists is begetter and unbegotten, since he

alone is Father and parent and in no way exists from another; that only the

Word is begotten, since he alone is Son and offspring; and that only the love of

both is neither begotten nor unbegotten, since he is neither Son nor offspring,

nor is it the case that he in no way exists from another.

Chapter 57

That this love is uncreated and Creator just as the Father and the Son are,

and yet he and they together are not three, but one uncreated and one 

Creator; and that he can be called the Spirit of the Father and the Son

Now this love is individually the supreme essence, just as the Father and the

Son are; and yet the Father, the Son, and the love of both are together not

several* but one supreme essence, who alone having been made by no one

made all things through nothing other than himself. Therefore, it must be

that just as the Father individually and the Son individually are uncreated

and Creator, so also this love individually is uncreated and Creator, and yet

all three together are not several, but one uncreated and one Creator. And

so nothing makes or creates or begets the Father; the Father alone does not

make but rather begets the Son; and the Father and the Son equally neither

make nor beget, but somehow (if one can put it this way) breathe out56 their

love. For although the supremely unchangeable essence does not breathe out

in the way we do, nonetheless, it seems there may be no more appropriate

expression for the way in which he sends forth his love—which proceeds

from him ineffably, not by departing from him but by existing from him—

than “breathing out.”

Now if one can say this, then just as the Word of the supreme essence is his

Son, so his love can be most fittingly called his Spirit.57 Granted, he is essen-

tially a spirit just as the Father and Son are. But they are not thought of as the

spirit of something, since the Father does not exist from another, and the Son

is not born from the Father by a breathing-out, as it were. This love, by con-

trast, is regarded as the Spirit of both, since he wondrously proceeds from both
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in his own inexpressible way by being breathed out. And because he is the

communion of the Father and Son, it seems not unreasonable for him to take

as his own distinctive name one that is common to the Father and the Son, if

the need for a distinctive name for him so requires. Indeed, if this is done—

that is, if this love is distinctively designated by the word ‘spirit’, which equally

signifies the substance of the Father and the Son—it usefully serves to indi-

cate that he is the very same thing that the Father and the Son are, although

he has his being from them.

Chapter 58

That just as the Son is the essence or wisdom of the Father in the sense 

that he has the same essence or wisdom as the Father, so also the Spirit 

is the essence and wisdom (and similar things) of the Father and the Son

In the same way that the Son is the substance and wisdom and power of the

Father in the sense that he has the same essence and wisdom and power 

as the Father, so also the Spirit of both can be understood to be the essence

or wisdom or power of the Father and the Son, since he has exactly the same

essence, wisdom, and power that they have.

Chapter 59

That the Father and the Son and their Spirit exist equally in one another

It is joyous to behold how the Father, the Son, and the Spirit of both exist in

each other with such equality that none of them exceeds another. For aside

from the fact that each of them is perfectly the supreme essence in such a way

that all three together are nevertheless only one supreme essence, which can-

not be apart from itself or outside itself or greater or less than itself, the same

thing can be proved no less for each of them individually. For the Father

exists as a whole in the Son and in their common Spirit, the Son exists in

the Father and in that same Spirit, and that Spirit exists in the Father and in

the Son, since the memory of the supreme essence exists as a whole in his

understanding and in his love, his understanding exists in his memory and

in his love, and his love exists in his memory and in his understanding. For

indeed the supreme spirit understands and loves his whole memory, remem-

bers and loves his whole understanding, and remembers and understands his

whole love. Now by ‘memory’ we mean the Father, by ‘understanding’ the

Son, and by ‘love’ the Spirit of both. Therefore, the Father, the Son, and the

Spirit of both embrace one another and exist in one another with such

equality that none of them is found to exceed another or exist apart from

another.
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Chapter 60

That none of them needs another in order to remember, understand, or love, since each

individually is memory and understanding and love and whatever else is necessarily

present in the supreme essence

But as I behold these things, something occurs to me that I think should be

most carefully borne in mind. For we must understand the Father as memory,

the Son as understanding, and the Spirit as love in such a way that the Father

does not need the Son or their common Spirit, the Son does not need the

Father or that same Spirit, and the Spirit does not need the Father or the Son.

It is not as if the Father can remember through himself alone but can under-

stand only through the Son and love only through the Spirit of himself and

the Son; and the Son through himself can only understand, but remembers

through the Father and loves through their Spirit; and that Spirit through

himself can do nothing but love, but the Father remembers for him and the

Son understands for him. For since each of these three is individually the

supreme essence and supreme wisdom so completely that each remembers

and understands and loves through himself, it must be that none of these three

needs another in order to remember or understand or love. For each of them

individually is essentially memory and understanding and love, and whatever

else is necessarily present in the supreme essence.

Chapter 61

That nevertheless there are not three but one Father, one Son, and one Spirit of both

Here I see a question arise. If the Father is understanding and love just as he

is memory, and the Son is memory and love in the same way that he is un-

derstanding, and the Spirit of both is no less memory and understanding than

he is love, how is it that the Father is not a son and someone’s spirit? And why

is the Son not a father and someone’s spirit? And why is that Spirit not some-

one’s father and someone’s son? After all, it was understood that the Father was

memory, the Son understanding, and the Spirit of both love.

But this question is not difficult to answer if we consider the truths that rea-

son has already discovered. For the Father is not the son or spirit of another

simply because he is understanding and love, since he is not an understanding

that is begotten or a love that proceeds from someone; rather, whatever he is,

is only the begetter and the one from whom another proceeds. And the Son

is not a father or someone’s spirit simply because he remembers and loves by

himself, since he is not a memory that begets or a love that proceeds from an-

other in the way his own Spirit proceeds; rather, whatever existence he has is

only begotten, and it is he from whom the Spirit proceeds. And the fact that

MONOLOGION 59



58
In Chapter 59.

he contains his own memory and understanding does not mean that the Spirit

is a father or son, since he is not a memory that begets or an understanding

that is begotten; rather, whatever he is only proceeds. So what prevents us from

concluding that in the supreme essence there is only one Father, one Son, and

one Spirit, not three fathers or three sons or three spirits?

Chapter 62

How it seems that many sons are born from them

But perhaps what I am now realizing contradicts this assertion. For there

should be no doubt that the Father, the Son, and their Spirit each utters both

himself and the other two, just as each understands both himself and the other

two. Now if this is so, how is it that there are not as many words in the

supreme essence as there are ones uttering and ones being uttered? For if

several* human beings utter some one thing in their thought, there appear to

be as many words of that thing as there are people thinking, since a word of

that thing exists in the thoughts of each of them. Similarly, if one human being

thinks of several things, there are as many words in the mind of the thinker as

there are things being thought.

But in a human being’s thought, when he thinks of something that exists

outside his mind, the word of the thing that is thought is not born from the

thing itself, since that thing is absent from the gaze of his thought; rather, the

word is born from some likeness or image of the thing.That likeness or image

exists in the memory of the one thinking; or else perhaps a bodily sense is

conveying it into his mind from some present object right then as he is think-

ing. In the supreme essence, by contrast, the Father, the Son, and their Spirit

are always present to one another—for, as we have already seen,58 each exists

in the others no less than in himself—in such a way that when they utter one

another, each one who is uttered seems to beget his own word, just as when

he is uttered by himself. How is it, then, that the Son, and the Spirit of him

and the Father, beget nothing, if each of them begets his own word when he

is uttered by himself or another? Now however many words we can prove are

born from the supreme substance, by our earlier argument he must beget that

many sons and send forth that many spirits. And so by this argument it seems

that there are in him not only many fathers, sons, and [spirits] proceeding but

also other relations.

BASIC WRITINGS60



59
That is, despite how things looked in the previous chapter, it is not the case that in God

there are many sons born from many divine persons. Rather, in God there is only one Son

born from one divine person (namely, the Father).
60

In other words, for any perfection you choose (call it p), if p belongs to God essentially,

then the Father is fully p, the Son is fully p, and the Holy Spirit is fully p. And yet you 

cannot say that there are three things that are p; there is only one. See the argument in

Chapter 38.

Chapter 63

How in him there is only one of one59

Now certainly the Father, the Son, and their Spirit—about whom it is already

most certain that they truly exist—are not three who utter, even though each

of them individually utters.Nor is there more than one thing uttered when each

utters himself and the other two. For just as knowledge and understanding are

present in the supreme wisdom, even so it is natural for that eternal and im-

mutable knowledge and understanding always to behold as present that which

it knows and understands. Now for the supreme spirit there is no difference

between uttering something in this sense and beholding it in thought, as it

were, just as the utterance of our mind is no different from the thinker’s ob-

servation. Now the arguments we have already considered have made one thing

quite certain:whatever is essentially present in the supreme nature belongs com-

pletely to the Father, the Son, and their Spirit individually; and yet if the same

thing is said of the three of them together, it does not admit of plurality.60

Now it is established that just as knowledge and understanding belong to his

essence, even so his knowing and understanding are nothing other than his ut-

tering—that is, his always beholding as present—that which he knows and

understands. Furthermore, the Father individually and the Son individually

and their Spirit individually know and understand, and yet the three of them

together are not several* who know and understand, but one who knows and

one who understands. In the same way, therefore, it must be the case that each

of them individually utters, and yet the three of them together are not three

who utter but one who utters.

From this we can also clearly recognize that when the three of them are ut-

tered, whether by themselves or by one another, it is not the case that more

than one thing is uttered. After all, what is uttered there except their essence?

So if that essence is only one, that which is uttered is only one. Therefore, if

in them that which utters is one, and that which is uttered is one—for in them

there is one wisdom that utters and one substance that is uttered—, it follows

that there are not several words there but only one. So although each of them

utters himself and all of them utter one another, it is impossible for there to
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be any Word in the supreme essence other than the one concerning whom it

has been established61 that he is born from him whose Word he is in such a

way that he can be called his true image and is truly his Son.

I see in this something wonderful and inexplicable. For behold! Although it

is evident that each of them—that is, the Father, the Son, and the Spirit of the

Father and the Son—equally utters himself and the other two, and that there

is only one Word there, nevertheless, it appears that the Word can in no way

be called the Word of all three, but of only one of them. For it has been estab-

lished that he is the image and Son of him whose Word he is, and obviously

he cannot sensibly be called the image or Son of himself or of the Spirit who

proceeds from him. For he is not born from himself or from the one who pro-

ceeds from him; nor does he by existing imitate himself or the one who

proceeds from him. He certainly does not imitate himself, or bear to himself

a likeness of existing, since imitation or likeness does not exist in just one

thing; it requires more than one. And he does not imitate the Spirit or exist

after his likeness, since he does not have his existence from the Spirit; rather,

the Spirit has his existence from him. So the only remaining possibility is that

he is the Word only of him from whom he is born and thereby has his exis-

tence, and after whose perfect likeness he exists.

Therefore, one Father, not several fathers; one Son, not several sons; and one

proceeding Spirit, not several proceeding spirits, exist in the supreme essence.

So although they are three in such a way that the Father is never the Son or

the proceeding Spirit, the Son is never the Father or the proceeding Spirit, and

the Spirit of the Father and the Son is never the Father or the Son; and al-

though each individually is so complete that he needs no one, nonetheless,

that which they are is so much one that, just as it cannot be said in the plural

of each of them individually, so also it cannot be said in the plural of the three

of them together. And although each equally utters himself, and all of them

equally utter one another, nonetheless there are not several words there but

only one; and that Word is not the Word of each individually or of all of them

together but of only one.

Chapter 64

That although this cannot be explained, it must nevertheless be believed

The mystery of so sublime a thing seems to me to transcend every power of

human understanding, and for that reason I think one should refrain from at-

tempting to explain how this is true. After all, I think someone investigating

an incomprehensible thing ought to be satisfied if his reasoning arrives at the
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knowledge that the thing most certainly exists, even if his understanding can-

not fathom how it is so. Nor should we withhold any of the certainty of faith

from beliefs that are asserted on the basis of necessary proofs and are contra-

dicted by no other argument, simply because, owing to the incomprehensibil-

ity of their natural sublimity, they do not yield to explanation. Now what is as

incomprehensible, as ineffable, as the one who is above all things? Therefore,

if the conclusions we have reached thus far concerning the supreme essence

have been asserted on the basis of necessary reasons, their solid certainty is in

no way shaken even though the understanding cannot fathom them so as to be

able to explain them in words. For if our earlier reflection62 rationally compre-

hends that it is incomprehensible how that supreme wisdom knows the things

he made, about which we ourselves must know so many things, who will ex-

plain how he knows or utters himself, about whom nothing, or scarcely any-

thing, can be known by a human being? Therefore, if in uttering himself the

Father generates and the Son is generated,“Who will tell of his generation?”63

Chapter 65

How a true conclusion has been reached regarding an ineffable thing

But once again, if the nature of his ineffability is like this—or rather, since it

is indeed like this—how will any of our conclusions concerning the relation

of the Father, the Son, and him who proceeds from them, remain intact? For

if that has been explained by a sound argument, in what way is he ineffable?

Or, if he is ineffable, how can our conclusions be correct? Is it that he could

to some extent be explained, and therefore nothing prevents our conclusions

from being true, but since he could not be thoroughly understood, he is there-

fore ineffable? But how could one reply to the point that was made earlier in

this very discussion:64 that the supreme essence is so much above and beyond

every other nature that even if sometimes words are applied to him that are

common to other natures, their meanings are in no way common? For what

meaning did I understand in all the words I thought, if not the common and

familiar one? So if the familiar meaning of words is foreign to him, none of

my reasoning applies to him. How then is it true that something has been

discovered about the supreme essence if what has been discovered is vastly

different from him?

What then? Is it that in one way something has been discovered about an in-

comprehensible thing, and in another way nothing about it has been fully
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it is in itself, by its very nature. Anselm is arguing that we do not know God by knowing his

very nature.We do not have direct intellectual access to what he is in himself. Instead, what-

ever we know about God must be inferred indirectly through some likeness.

seen? After all, we often say many things that we do not properly express as

they really are; rather, we signify through some other thing what we are either

unwilling or unable to express properly, as when we speak in riddles. And we

often do not see something properly as the thing itself actually is, but through

some likeness or image, as when we look at someone’s face in a mirror. In this

way we do indeed both say and not say, or both see and not see, one and the

same thing.We say and see through some other thing; we do not say or see

through its own distinctive character.65

And so by this argument it is perfectly possible for our conclusions thus far

about the supreme nature to be true and yet for that nature himself neverthe-

less to remain ineffable, if we suppose that he was in no way expressed through

the distinctive character of his essence but somehow designated through some

other thing. For all the words that seem applicable to that nature do not show

him to me through his distinctive character so much as they hint at him

through some likeness. For when I think of the significations of these words,

I more readily conceive in my mind what I observe in created things than

what I understand to transcend all human understanding. For by their signifi-

cation they produce something in my mind that is much less than—that is in

fact vastly different from—that which my mind is trying to come to under-

stand through their tenuous signification. For the word ‘wisdom’ does not suf-

fice to show me the one through whom all things were made from nothing

and are preserved from nothingness. Nor can the word ‘essence’ express to me

the one who through his unique exaltedness is far above all things and through

his natural distinctive character is vastly beyond all things. So this is how it is

the case both that his nature is ineffable, because words can in no way express

him as he is, and that if reason can teach us to form any judgment about him

through some other thing, as in a riddle, that judgment is not false.

Chapter 66

That through the rational mind one comes closest to knowing the supreme essence

Therefore, since it is evident that nothing about this nature can be perceived

through his own distinctive character, but only through something else, it is

certain that one comes closer to knowing him through that which is nearer

to him because it is more like him. For whatever among created things is
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shown to be more like him must be more excellent by nature. Hence, because

of its greater likeness such a thing gives more help to the investigating mind

in coming closer to the supreme truth, and because of its more excellent cre-

ated essence it more fully teaches what that mind ought to believe about the

Creator. And so there is no doubt that the creating essence is known in a more

profound way the more he is investigated through a creature that is closer to

him. For the argument already considered above66 leaves no room for doubt

that every essence is like the supreme essence to the extent that it exists.

And so it is evident that just as the rational mind is the only thing among all

creatures that can rise up to seek him, it is no less true that the rational mind

is the only thing through which the mind itself can best make progress in find-

ing him. For we have already realized that it comes especially close to him

through the likeness of its natural essence. So what is more obvious than this:

that the more diligently the rational mind tries to come to know itself, the

more efficaciously it rises up to know him; and the more it neglects to look

upon itself, the more it falls away from seeing him?

Chapter 67

That the mind itself is a mirror and image of him

The mind can therefore most fittingly be said to be like a mirror for itself, in

which it might see (if I may put it that way) the image of him whom it can-

not see face to face.67 For if the mind alone among all created things can re-

member and understand and love itself, I do not see why one would deny that

there is in it a true image of that essence who in virtue of remembering,

understanding, and loving himself constitutes an ineffable Trinity. Or certainly

it proves itself to be more truly his image by the fact that it can remember,

understand, and love him. For that by which it is greater and more like him is

that by which it is recognized as a truer image of him. Now it is altogether

impossible to think that the rational creature was naturally given anything so

preeminent and so much like the supreme wisdom as its ability to remember

and understand and love that which is best and greatest of all things. There-

fore, no creature was endowed with anything else that thus displays an image

of the Creator.
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Chapter 68

That the rational creature was made for loving him

And so it seems to follow that the rational creature should strive for nothing

else so much as to express through voluntary action this image that has been

stamped on it through its natural ability. For aside from the fact that it owes its

very existence to the one who created it, if it recognizes that it can do noth-

ing else so preeminent as to remember, understand, and love the supreme

good, it will certainly be convinced that it ought to will nothing else so pre-

eminently. For who would deny that whatever better things are in our power

should be more in our will?

Furthermore, for the rational nature there is no difference between being ra-

tional and being able to discern the just from what is not just, the true from

what is not true, the good from what is not good, and the greater good from

the lesser good. But this ability is altogether useless for it, and utterly empty,

unless it loves or repudiates what it discerns in accordance with the judgment

of a true discernment. Hence, it is quite obvious that every rational thing exists

in order that it might love something more or less, or reject it altogether, ac-

cording as its rational discernment judges that the thing is more or less good,

or not good at all. So nothing is more evident than that the rational creature

was made in order that it might love the supreme essence above all other

goods, since he is the supreme good—indeed, that it might love nothing but

him or [what it loves] for his sake, since he is good through himself, and noth-

ing else is good except through him.

Now it cannot love him unless it strives to remember and understand him.

It is therefore clear that the rational creature ought to devote all its power and

will to remembering and understanding and loving the supreme good, for

which purpose it knows it has its very existence.

Chapter 69

That a soul that always loves him will at some time truly live happily

Now there is no doubt that the human soul is a rational creature. Therefore,

it must have been made in order that it might love the supreme essence. So it

must have been made either in order that it might love without end or in

order that it might at some time lose this love, whether willingly or by force.

But it is impious to suppose that the supreme wisdom made it in order that it

might at some time either disdain so great a good or lose him by force even

though it wills to hold on to him. So the only remaining possibility is that it

was made in order that it might love the supreme essence without end.

Now it cannot do this unless it will always live. Therefore, it has been made

in such a way that it will always live if it always wills to do what it was 
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made for. Furthermore, the supremely good and supremely wise and omnipo-

tent Creator caused it to exist in order that it might love him, so it would be

utterly absurd for him to cause it not to exist as long as it truly loved him; and

he willingly gave life to something that did not love him in order that it might

always love him, so it would be utterly absurd for him to take that life away,

or to allow it to be taken away, from something that loves him in order that it

will, necessarily, not love him—especially since there should be no doubt that

he loves every nature that truly loves him. It is therefore evident that its life

will never be taken away from a human soul if it always strives to love the

supreme life.

So what sort of life will it have? After all, what good is a long life unless it is

truly secure against the onslaught of troubles? For if someone as long as he

lives is subject to troubles that he either fears or suffers, or else is deceived by

a false security, is his life not miserable? By contrast, if someone’s life is free

from these things, he lives happily. But it is utterly absurd that any nature al-

ways leads a miserable life by always loving him who is supremely good and

omnipotent. It is therefore clear that the human soul is such that if it preserves

what it was made for, it will at some time live happily, truly secure from death

itself and from all other troubles.

Chapter 70

That he gives himself as a reward to the one who loves him

Finally, it can in no way seem to be true that he who is most just and most

powerful, who gave being to one that did not love him in order that it might

be able to love him, would give no reward to one who loves him persever-

ingly. For if he gives no reward to one who loves him, he who is most just

does not distinguish between one who loves what ought to be supremely

loved and one who disdains it; nor does he love one who loves him—either

that, or it does no good to be loved by him. But all those things are in-

compatible with his nature. Therefore, he rewards everyone who loves him

perseveringly.

But what does he give as a reward? If he gave a rational essence to nothing

in order that it might love him, what will he give to someone who loves him

if he does not cease to love? If what serves love is so great, how great is that

which repays love? And if such is the support of love, what will the benefit of

love be like? For if the rational creature, which is useless to itself without this

love, is so eminent among all creatures, surely nothing can be the reward of

this love except that which is supereminent among all natures. For the very

same good who thus demands to be loved compels the one who loves him no

less to desire him. For who loves justice, truth, happiness, and incorruptibility

in such a way that he does not also desire to enjoy them? So what will the
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supreme goodness give as a reward to one who loves and desires him, if not

himself? For anything else he might give would not be a reward, since it would

not recompense the love, or console the one who loves him, or satisfy the one

who desires him. Either that, or if he wills to be loved and desired so that he

might give something else as a reward, he does not will to be loved and de-

sired for his own sake, but for the sake of something else. But in that case he

does not will that he himself be loved, but rather that something else be

loved—which it is impious to think.

Therefore, nothing is truer than this: that every rational soul, if it strives to

love and desire the supreme happiness as it ought, at some time perceives him

so as to enjoy him.Thus, what it now sees as if “in a mirror, in a riddle,” it will

then see “face to face.”68 Now it is utterly foolish to doubt whether one will

enjoy him without end, since one who enjoys him cannot be tortured by fear

or deceived by a false security; nor, having once experienced being without

him, could one fail to love him; nor will he abandon one who loves him; nor

will there be anything else more powerful than he that might separate them

against their will. Therefore, any soul that has once begun to enjoy the

supreme happiness will be happy eternally.

Chapter 71

That one who disdains him will be eternally miserable

From this of course it follows that a soul that disdains the love of the supreme

good will incur eternal misery. One might say that for such disdain it would

be more justly punished if it lost its very existence or life, since it did not use

itself for what it was made for; but reason in no way allows that after so great

a fault it should receive as its punishment the existence it had before any fault

at all.69 Certainly before it existed it could neither be at fault nor experience

punishment.Therefore, if a soul that disdains what it was made for dies, so that

it experiences nothing, or is nothing at all, it will be in the same state both

when it is most greatly at fault and when it is without any fault; nor would

the supremely wise justice distinguish between what is capable of no good and

wills no evil, and what is capable of the greatest good and wills the greatest

evil. Now it is quite obvious how absurd that is. So nothing could seem more

logical, and nothing should be believed more certainly, than this: the human

soul was made in such a way that if it disdains to love the supreme essence, it

will suffer eternal misery. Thus, just as one who loves him will rejoice in an
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eternal reward, one who disdains him will suffer under an eternal punishment.

And just as the former will experience immutable plenty, so the latter will ex-

perience inconsolable poverty.

Chapter 72

That every human soul is immortal

But if the soul is mortal, it need not be the case that one who loves him is

eternally happy or one who disdains him miserable. Therefore, whether it

loves or disdains him whom it was created to love, it must be immortal. But if

there are some rational souls that must be judged neither to love him nor to

disdain him, as the souls of infants appear to be, what are we to hold about

them? Are they mortal or immortal? Undoubtedly all human souls are of the

same nature. Therefore, since it is established that some are immortal, it must

be the case that every human soul is immortal.

Chapter 73

That it is either always miserable or at some time truly happy

Now since everything that lives is either never or at some time truly secure

from all trouble, it must be no less true that every human soul is either always

miserable or at some time truly happy.

Chapter 74

That no soul is unjustly deprived of the supreme good, and that it 

should strive after him with all its might

But I think it is undoubtedly most difficult, if not impossible, for any mortal

to be able to comprehend through disputation which souls are to be unhesi-

tatingly judged as so loving him whom they were made for loving that they

deserve to enjoy him at some time, and which ones so disdain him that they

deserve to be deprived of him for ever, and how or by what merit those who

apparently can be said neither to love nor to disdain him are assigned to eter-

nal happiness or misery. Nevertheless, one should hold with absolute certainty

that the supremely just and supremely good Creator of things does not un-

justly deprive any soul of the good for which it was made, and that every

human being ought to strive after that good by loving and desiring him with

all his heart, and with all his soul, and with all his mind.70
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Since the Latin in suggests the idea of motion into something, whereas ad merely suggests

the idea of motion toward something.

Chapter 75

That one ought to hope for the supreme essence

But the human soul could in no way exert itself in this effort if it despaired of

being able to attain what it is striving for. Therefore, the hope of success is as

necessary to it as persistence in struggling is useful.

Chapter 76

That one ought to believe in him71

But one cannot love or hope for what one does not believe. And so it is bene-

ficial for the human soul to believe the supreme essence and those things

without which he cannot be loved, so that by believing them it might strive

for [in] him. I think the same thing can be signified fittingly and more briefly

if one says “believe in [in] the supreme essence” instead of “by believing to

strive for [in] the supreme essence.” For if someone says that he believes in [in]

him, he seems to make it quite clear both that he strives unto [ad] the supreme

essence through the faith he professes, and that he believes those things that

pertain to this striving. For someone who believes what does not pertain to

striving for [in] him, or who does not strive unto [ad] him in virtue of what

he believes, does not appear to believe in [in] him. And perhaps it would make

no difference whether we say that someone believes “in [in] him” or “on [ad]

him,” just as “by believing to strive for [in] him” and “by believing to strive

unto [ad] him” can be regarded as meaning the same thing, except for the fact

that whoever comes to him by striving unto [ad] him will not remain outside

him but will abide within him for ever.This is more explicitly and readily sig-

nified by saying that one ought to strive “for [in] him” rather than “unto [ad]

him.”72 And so by this argument I think it can be more fittingly said that one

ought to believe “in [in] him” rather than “on [ad] him.”
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Chapter 77

That one ought to believe equally in the Father, the Son, and their Spirit,

both in each individually and in all three together

Therefore one ought to believe equally in the Father, the Son, and their Spirit,

both in each individually and in all three together. For the Father, the Son, and

their Spirit are each individually the supreme essence, and the Father and the

Son along with their Spirit are together one and the same supreme essence, in

whom alone every human being ought to believe, since he alone is the end at

which they ought to aim through love in their every thought and action.

From this it is evident that just as no one can strive for him unless he believes

him, so also it does no one any good to believe him unless he strives for him.

Chapter 78

What is a living and what a dead faith

Therefore, with however great a certainty so great a thing is believed, that faith

will be useless and like something dead unless through love it is strong and

alive. For a faith that is accompanied and attended by love will by no means

be idle when it has the opportunity to act; instead, it will exert itself to act

quite frequently, which it could not do without love. That this is so can be

proved by just this one fact: one who loves the supreme justice cannot disdain

anything just or tolerate anything unjust.Therefore, since whatever acts, shows

that it has life, without which it could not act, it is not absurd to say that an

active faith is living, since it has the life of love without which it would not

act, and that an idle faith is not living, since it lacks the life of love with which

it would not be idle. Therefore, if not only one who has lost his sight is called

blind, but also one who, though he ought to have it, does not, why cannot

faith without love similarly be called dead,73 not because it has lost its life (that

is, its love), but because it does not have what it ought always to have? So, just

as a faith that through love is active74 is recognized as living, a faith that

through disdain is idle is proved to be dead. And so it can quite appropriately

be said that a living faith believes in what it ought to believe in,75 whereas a

dead faith merely believes what it ought to believe.
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The standard definition of ‘person’ was from Boethius, Contra Eutychem 4.4–5:“an indi-

vidual substance of a rational nature.”Anselm is arguing that in this sense of the word God
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gods.
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In Chapter 36.
80

See the Glossary entry for substance* (senses 1 and 2).

Chapter 79

What the supreme essence can in a certain sense be said to be three of

Behold! Clearly it is beneficial for every human being to believe in an ineffa-

ble threefold Unity and unified Trinity. They are indeed one and a Unity in

virtue of one essence, but I do not know what it is in virtue of which they are

three and a Trinity. For although I can say ‘Trinity’ because of the Father, the

Son, and the Spirit of both, who are three, I cannot express by any one word

what it is in virtue of which they are three, as if I were to say [they are a Trin-

ity] in virtue of being three persons in the same way that I would say they are

a Unity in virtue of being one substance. For they are not to be thought of 

as three persons, since whenever there are two or more persons, the persons

subsist* separately from each other in such a way that there must be as many

substances as there are persons. This is known to be true in the case of two or

more human beings, who are as many individual substances as they are per-

sons. Therefore, just as there is not more than one substance in the supreme

essence, so also there is not more than one person.76

And so if anyone wishes to talk about this with someone, what will he say

the Father, the Son, and the Spirit of both are three of, unless perhaps for lack

of a strictly appropriate word he is forced to choose one of those words that

cannot be said in the plural of the supreme essence in order to signify that

which cannot be said by a suitable word? For example, he might say that this

wondrous Trinity is one essence or nature and three persons or substances.77

For these two words are more fittingly chosen to signify the plurality within

the supreme essence, since ‘person’ is said only of an individual rational nature,

and ‘substance’ is principally said of individuals, which especially constitute a

plurality. For it is individuals that especially stand under (that is, underlie) ac-

cidents,* and therefore they more properly take the name of ‘substance’.78

Hence it had already become evident above79 that the supreme essence, which

does not underlie any accidents, cannot properly be called a substance unless

‘substance’ is being used instead of ‘essence’.80 Therefore, by this argument of

necessity that supreme and unified Trinity or threefold Unity can be irre-

proachably called one essence and three persons or three substances.
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Chapter 80

That he is Lord of all and rules all and is the only God

It therefore seems—indeed, it is unhesitatingly declared—that that which is

called God is not nothing, and that the name ‘God’ is properly assigned only

to this supreme essence. Surely everyone who says that God exists (whether

one God or more than one) understands him to be nothing other than a sub-

stance that he thinks human beings ought to worship because of his preemi-

nent dignity, and to entreat in any pressing need, beyond every nature that is

not God. Now what is as deserving of worship because of his dignity, or as

properly the object of prayer for anything at all, as the supremely good and

supremely powerful spirit, who is Lord of all and rules all? For just as it has

been established81 that all things were made and are sustained through his

supremely good and supremely wise omnipotence, so also it is altogether ab-

surd to suppose that he is not the Lord of the things he made, or that they are

ruled by something less powerful or less good or less wise, or even by no rea-

son at all, but merely by the unstable disorder of chance. For it is he alone

through whom it goes well for anything, without whom it goes well for noth-

ing, and from whom and through whom and in whom all things exist.82

Therefore, since he alone is not only the good Creator but also the most

powerful Lord and most wise Ruler of all things, it is utterly clear that it is he

alone whom all other natures should lovingly worship and worshipfully love

with all their power, from whom alone they ought to hope for good things,

to whom alone they ought to flee from troubles, to whom alone they ought

to pray for anything at all.Truly, therefore, he is not merely God; he is the only

God, ineffably three and one.
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PROSLOGION

Prologue

AFTER I HAD published, at the urging of some of my brethren, a short work

as a pattern for meditation on the reason of faith, adopting the role of some-

one who, by reasoning silently within himself, investigates things he does not

know, I began to wonder, when I considered that it is constructed out of a

chaining together of many arguments, whether it might be possible to find a

single argument that needed nothing but itself alone for proof, that would by

itself be enough to show that God really exists; that he is the supreme good,

who depends on nothing else, but on whom all things depend for their being

and for their well-being; and whatever we believe about the divine nature.

And so I often turned my thoughts to this with great diligence. Sometimes I

thought I could already grasp what I was looking for, and sometimes it es-

caped my mind completely. Finally, I gave up hope. I decided to stop looking

for something that was impossible to find. But when I tried to stifle that

thought altogether, lest by occupying my mind with useless speculation it

should keep me from things I could actually accomplish, it began to hound

me more and more, although I resisted and fought against it. Then one day,

when my violent struggle against its hounding had worn me down, the thing

I had despaired of finding presented itself in the very clash of my thoughts, so

that I eagerly embraced the thought I had been taking such pains to drive

away.

Therefore, thinking that what I had rejoiced to discover would please a

reader if it were written down, I wrote about it and about a number of other

things in the work that follows, adopting the role of someone trying to raise

his mind to the contemplation of God and seeking to understand what he be-

lieves. Since I had judged that neither this work nor the one I mentioned ear-

lier deserved to be called a book, or to bear the name of an author, and yet I

did not think they ought to be sent out without so much as a title by which

they might induce someone who came across them to read them, I gave each

a title. The first I called “A pattern for meditation on the reason of faith”; the

second I called “Faith seeking understanding.” But since both works had been

transcribed under these titles by several readers, I was encouraged by a num-

ber of people (especially by Hugo, the Most Reverend Archbishop of Lyons,

75



Apostolic Legate to France, who commanded me by his apostolic authority)

to put my own name on these works. And so, in order to do so more suitably,

I named the first Monologion, which means a speech made to oneself, and the

second Proslogion, which means a speech made to another.
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Chapters

1: A rousing of the mind to the contemplation of God

2: That God truly exists

3: That he cannot be thought not to exist

4: How the fool said in his heart what cannot be thought

5: That God is whatever it is better to be than not to be; and that he alone

exists through himself, and makes all other things from nothing

6: How God can perceive even though he is not a body

7: In what sense God is omnipotent even though there are many things he

cannot do

8: How God is both merciful and impassible

9: How the one who is completely and supremely just spares the wicked

and justly has mercy on them

10: How God justly punishes and justly spares the wicked

11: How “all the ways of the Lord are mercy and truth,” and yet “the Lord is

just in all his ways”

12: That God is the very life by which he lives, and so on for similar

attributes

13: How he alone is unbounded and eternal, although other spirits are un-

bounded and eternal

14: How and why God is both seen and not seen by those who seek him

15: That God is greater than can be thought

16: That this is the unapproachable light in which he dwells

17: That in God there is harmony, fragrance, savor, softness, and beauty in his

own ineffable way

18: That there are no parts in God or in his eternity, which he himself is

19: That God is not in a place or a time, but all things are in him

20: That he is before and beyond even all eternal things

21: Whether this is “the age of the age” or “the ages of the ages”

22: That he alone is what he is and who he is

23: That this good is equally Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; and that this is the

“one necessary thing,” which is the complete, total, and only good

77



24: A conjecture as to what sort of good this is, and how great it is

25: What great goods there are for those who enjoy this good

26: Whether this is the “fullness of joy” that the Lord promises
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Chapter 1

A rousing of the mind to the contemplation of God

Come now, insignificant mortal. Leave behind your concerns for a little while,

and retreat for a short time from your restless thoughts. Cast off your burdens

and cares; set aside your labor and toil. Just for a little while make room for

God and rest a while in him.“Enter into the chamber” of your mind, shut out

everything but God and whatever helps you to seek him, and seek him “be-

hind closed doors.”1 Speak now, my whole heart: say to God,“I seek your face;

your face, Lord, do I seek.”2

Come now, O Lord my God. Teach my heart where and how to seek you,

where and how to find you. Lord, if you are not here, where shall I seek you,

since you are absent? But if you are everywhere, why do I not see you, since

you are present? Truly “you dwell in unapproachable light.”3 And where is this

“unapproachable light”? How am I to approach an unapproachable light?

Who will lead me into it, so that I can see you in it? And by what signs am I

to seek you? Under what aspect? I have never seen you, O Lord my God; I do

not know your face.What shall he do, O Lord Most High? What shall he do,

this distant exile from you? What shall your servant do, deeply troubled by his

love for you and “banished far from your face”?4 He longs to see you, but your

face is too far away from him. He desires to approach your presence, but your

dwelling is unapproachable. He wants to find you, but he does not know

where you are. He aspires to seek you, but he does not know your face. Lord,

you are my God, and you are my Lord, but I have never seen you.You have

made me and remade me, you have given me every good thing that is mine,

and still I do not know you. I was created so that I might see you, but I have

not yet done what I was created to do.

How wretched human beings are! They have lost the very thing for which

they were created. Hard and terrible was their fall! Alas! Think what they have

lost and what they have found; think what they left behind and what they

kept. They have lost the happiness for which they were created and found an

unhappiness for which they were not created. They left behind the only

source of happiness and kept what brings nothing but misery. Once “human

beings ate the bread of angels,”5 for which they now hunger; now they “eat
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the bread of sorrows,”6 which once they did not know. Alas for the common

lamentation of human beings, the universal outcry of the children of Adam!

He was satisfied to the full; we sigh with hunger. He had everything he

needed; we go begging. He happily possessed those things and abandoned

them in misery; we unhappily do without them and miserably desire them,

but alas, we remain empty-handed.Why did he not preserve for us, as he could

easily have done, what we so woefully lack? Why did he thus shut us out from

the light and cover us with darkness? Why did he take away our life and in-

flict death upon us? What wretches we are! Think whence we have been cast

out, whither we have been driven; thrown down from so great a height, and

buried so deep. From our homeland into exile; from the vision of God into

our blindness; from the joy of immortality into the bitterness and terror of

death.What a wretched change! From such great good into such great evil! O

woeful loss, woeful sorrow, all is woeful!

Alas, wretched man that I am, one of the wretched children of Eve, far from

the presence of God.What have I undertaken, and what have I accomplished?

Where was I heading, and where have I come to? What was I reaching toward,

and what do I long for? “I have sought the good,”7 and “behold, confusion!”8

I was heading for God but stumbled over myself. I sought rest in my solitude

but “found trials and sorrows”9 deep within. I wanted to laugh as my mind re-

joiced, but I am forced to “cry out as my heart weeps.”10 Joy was hoped for,

but look where the sighs are closing in.

“How long, O Lord?”11 How long, O Lord, will you forget us? How long

will you turn your face from us?12 When will you look favorably upon us and

hear us? When will you enlighten our eyes13 and show us your face?14 When

will you give yourself to us again? Look favorably upon us, O Lord; hear us,

enlighten us, show yourself to us. Give yourself to us again, that it might go

well for us; for without you it goes so badly for us. Take pity upon our toils

and strivings after you, for without you we can do nothing.You call us; come

to our aid. I beseech you, Lord: let me not sigh in despair, but let me breathe

BASIC WRITINGS80



15
Job 3:24.

16
Psalm 38:4 (37:5).

17
Psalm 69:15 (68:16).

18
Cf. Isaiah 7:9 in the Old Latin version: “Unless you believe, you will not understand.”

Anselm is here indebted to Augustine, who frequently appealed to this verse in explaining

his views on the relationship between faith and reason.

hopefully again. I beseech you, Lord: my heart is made bitter with its desola-

tion; sweeten it with your consolation. I beseech you, Lord: in my hunger I

began to seek you; let me not depart from you empty. I have come to you

starving; let me not leave unsatisfied. I have come as a beggar to one who is

rich, as a pitiful wretch to one who has pity; let me not go back penniless and

despised. If indeed “I sigh before I eat,”15 grant that I might eat after I sigh.

Lord, I am bent double; I can only look down. Raise me up so that I can turn

my gaze upwards. “My sins are heaped up over my head” and entangle me;

“like a heavy burden” they weigh me down.16 Extricate me; lift my burdens,

“lest like a pit they swallow me up.”17 Let me look up at your light, whether

from afar or from the depths. Teach me how to seek you, and show yourself

to me when I seek. For I cannot seek you unless you teach me how, and I can-

not find you unless you show yourself to me. Let me seek you in desiring you;

let me desire you in seeking you. Let me find you in loving you; let me love

you in finding you.

I acknowledge, Lord, and I thank you, that you have created in me this image

of you so that I may remember you, think of you, and love you.Yet this image

is so eroded by my vices, so clouded by the smoke of my sins, that it cannot

do what it was created to do unless you renew and refashion it. I am not try-

ing to scale your heights, Lord; my understanding is in no way equal to that.

But I do long to understand your truth in some way, your truth which my

heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand in order to believe;

I believe in order to understand. For I also believe that “Unless I believe, I shall

not understand.”18

Chapter 2

That God truly exists

Therefore, Lord, you who grant understanding to faith, grant that, insofar as

you know it is useful for me, I may understand that you exist as we believe

you exist, and that you are what we believe you to be. Now we believe that

you are something than which nothing greater can be thought. So can it be

that no such nature* exists, since “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no
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God’”?19 But when this same fool hears me say “something than which noth-

ing greater can be thought,” he surely understands what he hears; and what he

understands exists in his understanding,20 even if he does not understand that

it exists [in reality]. For it is one thing for an object to exist in the understand-

ing and quite another to understand that the object exists [in reality].When a

painter, for example, thinks out in advance what he is going to paint, he has it

in his understanding, but he does not yet understand that it exists, since he has

not yet painted it. But once he has painted it, he both has it in his understand-

ing and understands that it exists because he has now painted it. So even the

fool must admit that something than which nothing greater can be thought

exists at least in his understanding, since he understands this when he hears it,

and whatever is understood exists in the understanding. And surely that than

which a greater cannot be thought cannot exist only in the understanding. For

if it exists only in the understanding, it can be thought to exist in reality as

well, which is greater. So if that than which a greater cannot be thought exists

only in the understanding, then the very thing than which a greater cannot be

thought is something than which a greater can be thought. But that is clearly

impossible. Therefore, there is no doubt that something than which a greater

cannot be thought exists both in the understanding and in reality.

Chapter 3

That he cannot be thought not to exist

This [being] exists so truly that it cannot even be thought not to exist. For it

is possible to think that something exists that cannot be thought not to exist,

and such a being is greater than one that can be thought not to exist. There-

fore, if that than which a greater cannot be thought can be thought not to

exist, then that than which a greater cannot be thought is not that than which

a greater cannot be thought; and this is a contradiction. So that than which a

greater cannot be thought exists so truly that it cannot even be thought not

to exist.

And this is you, O Lord our God.You exist so truly, O Lord my God, that

you cannot even be thought not to exist. And rightly so, for if some mind

could think something better than you, a creature would rise above the

Creator and sit in judgment upon him, which is completely absurd. Indeed,
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everything that exists, except for you alone, can be thought not to exist. So

you alone among all things have existence most truly, and therefore most

greatly; for whatever else exists has existence less truly, and therefore less

greatly. So then why did “the fool say in his heart, ‘There is no God,’” when

it is so evident to the rational mind that you among all beings exist most

greatly? Why indeed, except because he is stupid and a fool?

Chapter 4

How the fool said in his heart what cannot be thought

But how has he said in his heart what he could not think? Or how could he

not think what he said in his heart, since to say in one’s heart is the same as

to think? But if he really—or rather, since he really—thought this, because he

said it in his heart, and did not say it in his heart, because he could not think

it, there must be more than one way in which something is “said in one’s

heart” or “thought.” In one way, to think a thing is to think the word that sig-

nifies that thing. But in another way, it is to understand what the thing is. God

can be thought not to exist in the first way, but not at all in the second way.

No one who understands what God is can think that God does not exist, al-

though he may say these words in his heart with no signification at all, or with

some peculiar signification. For God is that than which a greater cannot be

thought.Whoever understands this properly, understands that this being exists

in such a way that he cannot, even in thought, fail to exist. So whoever under-

stands that God exists in this way cannot think that he does not exist.

Thanks be to you, my good Lord, thanks be to you. For what I once believed

through your grace, I now understand through your illumination, so that even

if I did not want to believe that you exist, I could not fail to understand that 

you exist.

Chapter 5

That God is whatever it is better to be than not to be; and that he alone exists

through himself, and makes all other things from nothing

Then what are you, Lord God, than which nothing greater can be thought?

What are you, if not the greatest of all beings, who alone exists through him-

self and made all other things from nothing? For whatever is not this is less

than the greatest that can be thought, but this cannot be thought of you.What

good is missing from the supreme good, through which every good thing

exists? And so you are just, truthful, happy, and whatever it is better to be than

not to be. For it is better to be just than unjust, and better to be happy than

unhappy.
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Chapter 6

How God can perceive even though he is not a body*

Now it is better to be percipient, omnipotent, merciful, and impassible* than

not. But how can you perceive if you are not a body? How can you be om-

nipotent if you cannot do everything? How can you be both merciful and im-

passible? If only corporeal things can perceive, because the senses exist in a

body and are directed toward bodies, then how can you perceive? For you are

not a body but the highest spirit, which is better than any body.

But if to perceive is just to know, or is aimed at knowledge—for whoever

perceives knows according to the appropriate sense, as, for example, we know

colors through sight and flavors through taste—then it is not inappropriate to

say that whatever in some way knows also in some way perceives. Therefore,

Lord, although you are not a body, you are indeed supremely percipient in the

sense that you supremely know all things, not in the sense in which an animal

knows things through its bodily senses.

Chapter 7

In what sense God is omnipotent even though there are many things he cannot do

But how are you omnipotent if you cannot do everything?21 And how can you

do everything if you cannot be corrupted, or lie, or cause what is true to be

false (as, for example, to cause what has been done not to have been done), or

many other such things?

Or is the ability to do these things not power but weakness? For someone

who can do these things can do what is not beneficial to himself and what he

ought not to do. And the more he can do these things, the more power mis-

fortune and wickedness have over him, and the less he has over them. So who-

ever can do these things can do them, not in virtue of his power but in virtue

of his weakness. So when we say that he “can” do these things, it is not be-

cause he has the power to do them, but because his weakness gives something

else power over him. Or else it is some other manner of speaking, such as we

often use in speaking loosely. For example, we sometimes say ‘to be’ instead of

‘not to be’, or ‘to do’ instead of  ‘not to do’ or  ‘to do nothing’. For often when

someone denies that something exists, we say “It is as you say it is”; but it

would seem more correct to say “It is not as you say it is not.” Again, we say
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“This man is sitting just as that man is doing” or “This man is resting just as

that man is doing”; but to sit is not to do anything, and to rest is to do noth-

ing. In the same way, then, when someone is said to have the “power” to do

or suffer something that is not beneficial to himself or that he ought not to

do, by ‘power’ we really mean ‘weakness’. For the more he has this “power,”

the more power misfortune and wickedness have over him, and the less he has

over them. Therefore, Lord God, you are all the more truly omnipotent be-

cause you can do nothing through weakness, and nothing has power over you.

Chapter 8

How God is both merciful and impassible*

But how are you both merciful and impassible? For if you are impassible, you

do not feel compassion, and if you do not feel compassion, your heart is not

sorrowful out of compassion for sorrow; and that is what being merciful is.22

But if you are not merciful, how is it that you are such a comfort to the

sorrowful?

So how, Lord, are you both merciful and not merciful? Is it not because you

are merciful in relation to us but not in relation to yourself? You are indeed

merciful according to what we feel, but not according to what you feel. For

when you look with favor upon us in our sorrow, we feel the effect [effectum]

of mercy, but you do not feel the emotion [affectum] of mercy. So you are mer-

ciful, because you save the sorrowful and spare those who sin against you; but

you are also not merciful, because you are not afflicted with any feeling of

compassion for sorrow.

Chapter 9

How the one who is completely and supremely just spares the wicked 

and justly has mercy on them

But how do you spare the wicked if you are completely and supremely just?

For how does the one who is completely and supremely just do something

that is not just? And what sort of justice is it to give everlasting life to some-

one who deserves eternal death? How then, O good God, good to the good

and to the wicked, how do you save the wicked if this is not just and you do

not do anything that is not just?

Or, since your goodness is incomprehensible, does this lie hidden in the un-

approachable light in which you dwell?23 It is indeed in the highest and most
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secret place of your goodness that the spring is hidden whence the river of

your mercy flows. For although you are totally and supremely just, you are

nonetheless kind even to the wicked, since you are totally and supremely

good. After all, you would be less good if you were not kind to any wicked

person. For one who is good both to the good and to the wicked is better

than one who is good only to the good, and one who is good to the wicked

both in punishing and in sparing them is better than one who is good only in

punishing them. So it follows that you are merciful precisely because you are

totally and supremely good. And while it may be easy to see why you repay

the good with good and the evil with evil, one must certainly wonder why

you, who are totally just and lack for nothing, give good things to your evil

and guilty creatures.

O God, how exalted is your goodness! We can see the source of your mercy,

and yet we cannot discern it clearly.We know whence the river flows, but we

do not see the spring from which it issues. For it is out of the fullness of good-

ness that you are kind to sinners, while the reason why you are lies hidden in

the heights of goodness. True, out of goodness you repay the good with good

and the evil with evil, but the very nature of justice seems to demand this.

When you give good things to the wicked, however, one knows that he who

is supremely good willed to do this, and yet one wonders why he who is

supremely just could have willed such a thing.

O mercy, from what rich sweetness and sweet richness you flow forth for us!

O immeasurable goodness of God, how intensely ought sinners to love you!

You save the just whom justice commends and set free those whom justice

condemns. The just are saved with the help of their merits, sinners despite

their merits. The just are saved because you look upon the good things you

have given them, sinners because you overlook the evil things you hate. O im-

measurable goodness that thus “surpasses all understanding”!24 Let the mercy

that proceeds from your great riches come upon me. Let that which flows

forth from you flow over me. Spare me through your mercy, lest you exact ret-

ribution through your justice. For even if it is difficult to understand how your

mercy coexists with your justice, one must nonetheless believe that it is in no

way opposed to justice, because it flows out of your goodness, and there is no

goodness apart from justice—indeed, goodness is actually in harmony with

justice. In fact, if you are merciful because you are supremely good, and

supremely good only because you are supremely just, then you are indeed

merciful precisely because you are supremely just. Help me, O just and mer-

ciful God, whose light I seek, help me to understand what I am saying.You

are indeed merciful because you are just.
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So, then, is your mercy born of your justice? Do you spare the wicked

because of your justice? If it is so, Lord, if it is so, teach me how it is so. Is it

because it is just for you to be so good that you cannot be understood to be

better, and to act so powerfully that you cannot be thought to act more

powerfully? For what could be more just than this? And this would certainly

not be the case if you were good only in punishing and not in sparing, and if

you made only those not yet good to be good and did not do this also for the

wicked. And so it is in this sense just that you spare the wicked and make them

good. And finally, what is not done justly should not be done, and what should

not be done is done unjustly. So if it were not just for you to be merciful to

the wicked, you should not be merciful; and if you should not be merciful,

you would act unjustly in being merciful. But since it is wrong to say this, it

is right to believe that you act justly in being merciful to the wicked.

Chapter 10

How God justly punishes and justly spares the wicked

But it is also just for you to punish the wicked. For what could be more just

than for the good to receive good things and the wicked bad things? So how

is it both just that you punish the wicked and just that you spare the wicked?

Or do you justly punish the wicked in one way and justly spare them in an-

other? For when you punish the wicked, this is just because it accords with

their merits; but when you spare the wicked, this is just, not because it is in

keeping with their merits, but because it is in keeping with your goodness. In

sparing the wicked you are just in relation to yourself but not in relation to

us, in the same way that you are merciful in relation to us but not in relation

to yourself. Thus, in saving us whom you might justly destroy, you are merci-

ful, not because you experience any emotion, but because we experience the

effect of your mercy; and in the same way, you are just, not because you give

us our due, but because you do what is fitting for you who are supremely

good. And so in this way you justly punish and justly pardon without any in-

consistency.

Chapter 11

How “all the ways of the Lord are mercy and truth,” and yet 

“the Lord is just in all his ways”

But is it not also just in relation to yourself, O Lord, for you to punish the

wicked? It is certainly just for you to be so just that you cannot be thought to

be more just. And you would by no means be so just if you only repaid the

good with good and did not repay the wicked with evil. For one who treats
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both the good and the wicked as they deserve is more just than one who does

so only for the good. Therefore, O just and benevolent God, it is just in rela-

tion to you both when you punish and when you pardon. Thus indeed “all

the ways of the Lord are mercy and truth,”25 and yet “the Lord is just in all his

ways.”26 And there is no inconsistency here, for it is not just for those to be

saved whom you will to punish, and it is not just for those to be condemned

whom you will to spare. For only what you will is just, and only what you do

not will is not just. Thus your mercy is born of your justice, since it is just for

you to be so good that you are good even in sparing the wicked. And perhaps

this is why the one who is supremely just can will good things for the wicked.

But even if one can somehow grasp why you can will to save the wicked, cer-

tainly no reasoning can comprehend why, from those who are alike in wicked-

ness, you save some rather than others through your supreme goodness and

condemn some rather than others through your supreme justice.

Thus you are indeed percipient, omnipotent, merciful, and impassible,* just

as you are living, wise, good, happy, eternal, and whatever it is better to be than

not to be.

Chapter 12

That God is the very life by which he lives, and so on for similar attributes

But clearly, you are whatever you are, not through anything else, but through

yourself. Therefore, you are the very life by which you live, the wisdom by

which you are wise, and the very goodness by which you are good to the good

and to the wicked, and so on for similar attributes.

Chapter 13

How he alone is unbounded and eternal, although other spirits 

are unbounded and eternal

Everything that is at all enclosed in a place or a time is less than that which is

not restrained by any law of place or time. Therefore, since nothing is greater

than you, you are not confined to any place or time; you exist everywhere and

always. Since this can be said of you alone, you alone are unbounded and eter-

nal. So how can other spirits also be said to be unbounded and eternal?

And indeed you alone are eternal, because you alone of all beings do not cease

to exist, just as you do not begin to exist. But how are you alone unbounded?
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Is it that a created spirit is bounded compared to you but unbounded com-

pared to a body*? Surely something is completely bounded if, when it is

wholly in one place, it cannot at the same time be somewhere else.This is true

only of bodies. On the other hand, something is unbounded if it is wholly

everywhere at once, and this is true of you alone. But something is both

bounded and unbounded if, when it is wholly in one place, it can at the

same time be wholly in another place but not everywhere; and this is true

of created spirits. For if the soul were not present as a whole in each part of

its body, it would not as a whole sense each part. Therefore, Lord, you are

uniquely unbounded and eternal, and yet other spirits are also unbounded

and eternal.

Chapter 14

How and why God is both seen and not seen by those who seek him

Have you found what you were seeking, O my soul? You were seeking God,

and you have found that he is the highest of all beings, than which nothing

better can be thought; that he is life itself, light, wisdom, goodness, eternal

happiness and happy eternity; and that he exists always and everywhere. If you

have not found your God, how is he the one whom you have found, whom

you have understood with such certain truth and true certainty? But if you

have found him, why do you not perceive what you have found? Why does

my soul not perceive you, O Lord God, if it has found you?

Or has it not found him whom it found to be light and truth? For how did

it understand this, if not by seeing that light and truth? Could it have under-

stood anything at all about you except by “your light and your truth”?27

Therefore, if it has seen the light and the truth, it has seen you. If it has not

seen you, it has not seen the light or the truth. Or perhaps it was indeed the

light and the truth that it saw, but it has not yet seen you, because it saw you

only in part and did not see you as you really are.28

O Lord my God, you who have fashioned and refashioned me, tell my long-

ing soul what you are besides what it has seen, that it might see purely what

it longs to see. It strives to see more, but beyond what it has already seen it sees

nothing but darkness. Or rather, it does not see darkness, for in you there is no

darkness29; it sees that it cannot see more because of its own darkness.Why is

this, Lord, why is this? Is its eye darkened by its own infirmity, or is it dazzled
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by your splendor? Surely it is both darkened in itself and dazzled by you.

Indeed it is both obscured by its own littleness and overwhelmed by your

vastness. Truly it is both pinched by its own narrowness and vanquished by

your fullness. How great is that light, for from it flashes every truth that en-

lightens the rational mind! How full is that truth, for in it is everything that is

true, and outside it is only nothingness and falsehood! How vast it is, for in

one glance it sees all created things, and it sees by whom and through whom

and how they were created from nothing! What purity, what simplicity, what

certainty and splendor are there! Truly it is more than any creature can

understand.

Chapter 15

That God is greater than can be thought

Therefore, Lord, you are not merely that than which a greater cannot be

thought; you are something greater than can be thought. For since it is possi-

ble to think that such a being exists, then if you are not that being, it is possi-

ble to think something greater than you. But that is impossible.

Chapter 16

That this is the unapproachable light in which he dwells

Truly, Lord, this is the unapproachable light in which you dwell.30 For surely

there is no other being that can penetrate this light so that it might see you

there. Indeed, the reason that I do not see it is that it is too much for me. And

yet whatever I do see, I see through it, just as a weak eye sees what it sees by

the light of the sun, although it cannot look at that light directly in the sun it-

self. My understanding cannot see that light. It is too dazzling; my understand-

ing does not grasp it, and the eye of my soul cannot bear to look into it for

long. It is dazzled by its splendor, vanquished by its fullness, overwhelmed by

its vastness, perplexed by its extent. O supreme and unapproachable light, O

complete and blessed truth, how far you are from me while I am so close to

you! How far you are from my sight while I am so present to yours! You are

wholly present everywhere, and yet I do not see you. In you I move and in

you I have my being,31 and yet I cannot approach your presence. You are

within me and all around me, and yet I do not perceive you.
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Chapter 17

That in God there is harmony, fragrance, savor, softness, and 

beauty in his own ineffable way

Still, O Lord, you are hidden from my soul in your light and happiness, and so

it still lives in its darkness and misery. It looks around, but it does not see your

beauty. It listens, but it does not hear your harmony. It smells, but it does not

perceive your fragrance. It tastes, but it does not know your savor. It touches,

but it does not sense your softness. For you have these qualities in you, O Lord

God, in your own ineffable way; and you have given them in their own per-

ceptible way to the things you created. But the senses of my soul have been

stiffened, dulled, and obstructed by the longstanding weakness of sin.

Chapter 18

That there are no parts in God or in his eternity, which he himself is

Once again,“behold, confusion!”32 Behold, once again mourning and sorrow

stand in the way of one seeking joy and happiness. My soul hoped for satis-

faction, and once again it is overwhelmed by need. I tried to eat my fill, but I

hunger all the more. I strove to rise to the light of God, but I fell back down

into my own darkness. Indeed, I did not merely fall into it; I find myself en-

tangled in it. I fell before “my mother conceived me.”33 I was indeed con-

ceived in darkness; I was born enshrouded in darkness. Truly, we all fell long

ago in him “in whom we all sinned.”34 In him, who easily possessed it and

wickedly lost it for himself and for us, we all lost what we desire to seek but

do not know; what we seek but do not find; what we find but is not what we

sought. Help me “because of your goodness, O Lord.”35 “I have sought your

face; your face, Lord, will I seek. Turn not your face from me.”36 Lift me up

from myself to you. Cleanse, heal, sharpen,“enlighten the eye”37 of my soul so

that I may look upon you. Let my soul gather its strength, and let it once more

strive with all its understanding to reach you, O Lord.

What are you, Lord, what are you? What shall my heart understand you to

be? Surely you are life, you are wisdom, you are truth, you are goodness, you
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are happiness, you are eternity, and you are every true good. These are many

things; my narrow understanding cannot see so many things in one glance and

delight in all of them at once. How then, Lord, are you all these things? Are

they parts of you? Or rather, is not each of them all that you are? For what-

ever is composed of parts is not completely one. It is in some sense a plural-

ity and not identical with itself, and it can be broken up either in fact or at

least in the understanding. But such characteristics are foreign to you, than

whom nothing better can be thought. Therefore, there are no parts in you,

Lord, and you are not a plurality. Instead, you are so much a unity, so much

identical with yourself, that you are in no respect dissimilar to yourself.You are

in fact unity itself; you cannot be divided by any understanding.Therefore, life

and wisdom and the rest are not parts of you; they are all one. Each of them

is all of what you are, and each is what the rest are. And since you have no

parts, and neither does your eternity, which you yourself are, it follows that no

part of you or of your eternity exists at a certain place or time. Instead, you

exist as a whole everywhere, and your eternity exists as a whole always.

Chapter 19

That God is not in a place or a time, but all things are in him

But if by your eternity you have been, and are, and will be, and if to have been

is not the same as to be in the future, and to be is not the same as to have been

or to be in the future, then how does your eternity exist as a whole always?

Is it that nothing of your eternity is in the past in such a way that it no longer

exists, and nothing is in the future as if it did not exist already? So it is not the

case that yesterday you were and tomorrow you will be; rather, yesterday,

today, and tomorrow you are. In fact, it is not even the case that yesterday,

today, and tomorrow you are; rather, you are in an unqualified* sense, outside

time altogether.Yesterday, today, and tomorrow are merely in time. But you,

although nothing exists without you, do not exist in a place or a time; rather,

all things exist in you. For nothing contains you, but you contain all things.

Chapter 20

That he is before and beyond even all eternal things

Therefore you fill and embrace all things; you are before and beyond all things.

And indeed you are before all things, since before they came into being, you

already are.38 But how are you beyond all things? In what way are you beyond

those things that will have no end?
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Is it because they can in no way exist without you, whereas you do not exist

any less even if they return to nothingness? For in this way you are in a cer-

tain sense beyond them. And is it also because they can be thought to have an

end, whereas you cannot at all? Thus they do in one sense have an end, but

you do not in any sense. And certainly what does not in any sense have an end

is beyond what does in some sense come to an end. And do you not also sur-

pass even all eternal things in that both your and their eternity is wholly pres-

ent to you, whereas they do not yet possess the part of their eternity that is yet

to come, just as they no longer possess the part that is past? In this way you

are indeed always beyond them, because you are always present somewhere

they have not yet arrived—or because it is always present to you.

Chapter 21

Whether this is “the age of the age” or “the ages of the ages”

So is this ‘the age of the age’ or ‘the ages of the ages’?39 For just as an age of

time contains all temporal things, so your eternity contains even the very ages

of time. This eternity is indeed ‘an age’ because of its indivisible unity, but it is

‘ages’ because of its boundless greatness. And although you are so great, Lord,

that all things are full of you and are in you, nonetheless you have no spatial

extension, so that there is no middle or half or any other part in you.

Chapter 22

That he alone is what he is and who he is

Therefore, you alone, Lord, are what you are; and you are who you are. For

whatever is one thing as a whole and something else in its parts, and whatever

has in it something changeable, is not entirely what it is. And whatever began

to exist out of non-existence and can be thought not to exist, and returns to

non-existence unless it subsists* through some other being; and whatever has

a past that no longer exists and a future that does not yet exist: that thing does

not exist in a strict and absolute sense. But you are what you are, since what-

ever you are in any way or at any time, you are wholly and always that.

And you are the one who exists in a strict and unqualified* sense, because

you have no past and no future but only a present, and you cannot be thought

not to exist at any time. And you are life and light and wisdom and happiness

and eternity and many such good things; and yet you are nothing other than
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the one supreme good, utterly self-sufficient, needing nothing, whom all

things need for their being and their well-being.

Chapter 23

That this good is equally Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; and that this is the 

“one necessary thing,” which is the complete, total, and only good

This good is you, O God the Father; it is your Word, that is to say, your Son.

For there cannot be anything other than what you are, or anything greater or

less than you, in the Word by which you utter yourself. For your Word is as

true as you are truthful, and therefore he is the same truth that you are and no

other. And you are so simple* that nothing can be born of you that is other

than what you are. And this good is the one love that is shared by you and

your Son, that is, the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from you both. For this love

is not unequal to you or to your Son, since you love yourself and him, and he

loves himself and you, as much as you and he are. Moreover, the one who is

equal to both you and him is not other than you and him; nothing can pro-

ceed from the supreme simplicity that is other than that from which it proceeds.

Thus, whatever each of you is individually, that is what the whole Trinity is

together, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; for each of you individually is nothing

other than the supremely simple unity and the supremely united simplicity,

which cannot be multiplied or different from itself.

“Moreover, one thing is necessary.”40 And this is that one necessary thing, in

which is all good—or rather, which is itself the complete, one, total, and

unique good.

Chapter 24

A conjecture as to what sort of good this is, and how great it is

Bestir yourself, O my soul! Lift up your whole understanding, and consider

as best you can what sort of good this is, and how great it is. For if particu-

lar goods are delightful, consider intently how delightful is that good which

contains the joyfulness of all goods—and not such joyfulness as we have ex-

perienced in created things, but as different from that as the Creator differs

from the creature. If created life is good, how good is the life that creates? If

the salvation that has been brought about is joyful, how joyful is the salva-

tion that brings about all salvation? If wisdom in the knowledge of created

things is desirable, how desirable is the wisdom that created all things from
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nothing? In short, if there are many and great delights in delightful things,

what kind and how great a delight is there in him who made those delight-

ful things?

Chapter 25

What great goods there are for those who enjoy this good

O those who enjoy this good: what will be theirs, and what will not be theirs!

Truly they will have everything they want and nothing they do not want.

There will be such goods of both body and soul that “neither eye has seen 

nor ear heard nor the human heart”41 conceived. So why are you wandering

through many things, you insignificant mortal, seeking the goods of your soul

and of your body? Love the one good, in which are all good things, and that

is enough. Desire the simple good, which is the complete good, and that is

enough.What do you love, O my flesh? What do you long for, O my soul? It

is there; whatever you love, whatever you long for, it is there.

If it is beauty that delights you,“the righteous will shine like the sun.”42 If it

is swiftness, or strength, or the freedom of a body that nothing can withstand,

“they will be like the angels of God”43; for “it is sown an animal body, but it

will rise a spiritual body,”44 with a power that is not from nature. If it is a long

and healthy life, there is a healthy eternity and eternal health, for “the right-

eous will live for ever”45 and “the salvation of the righteous is from the

Lord.”46 If it is satisfaction, “they will be satisfied when the glory of God has

appeared.”47 If it is drunkenness, “they will be drunk with the abundance of

the house”48 of God. If it is music, there the choirs of angels sing unceasingly

to God. If it is some pleasure, not impure but pure, God “will give them to

drink from the torrent of his pleasure.”49 If it is wisdom, the very wisdom of

God will show itself to them. If it is friendship, they will love God more than

themselves and one another as themselves, and God will love them more than

they do themselves; for they will love God and themselves and one another
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through God, and God will love himself and them through himself. If it is

concord, everyone will have but one will, for there will be no will among

them but the will of God. If it is power, they will be omnipotent through their

wills, just as God is through his. For just as God can do what he wills through

himself, so they will be able to do what they will through God; for just as they

will will only what God wills, so he will will whatever they will—and what

he wills cannot fail to be. If it is wealth and honor, God will set his good and

faithful servants over many things50; indeed, they will be called, and will truly

be,“sons of God”51 and “gods.”52 And where his Son is, there they too will be,

“heirs of God and joint-heirs with Christ.”53 If it is true security, they will be

certain that they will never in any way lose this security—or rather, this good:

just as they will be certain that they will never give it up of their own accord,

and that the loving God will never take it away against their will from those

who love him, and that nothing more powerful than God will separate them

from God against their will.

What great joy is there where so great a good is present! O human heart, O

needy heart, heart that has known troubles, that is indeed overwhelmed by

troubles: how greatly would you rejoice if you abounded in all these things!

Ask your inmost self whether it can even comprehend its joy at such great

happiness. And yet surely if someone else whom you loved in every respect as

yourself had that same happiness, your joy would be doubled, for you would

rejoice no less for him than for yourself. And if two or three or many more

had that same happiness, you would rejoice as much for each of them as you

would for yourself, if you loved each one as yourself. Therefore, in that per-

fect charity of countless happy angels and human beings, where no one will

love anyone else less than he loves himself, each one will rejoice for each of

the others just as he does for himself. If, then, the human heart will scarcely

comprehend its own joy from so great a good, how will it be able to contain

so many and such great joys? And indeed, since the more one loves someone,

the more one rejoices in his good, it follows that, just as everyone in that per-

fect happiness will love God incomparably more than himself and all others

with him, so everyone will rejoice inconceivably more in God’s happiness than

in his own, or in that of everyone else with him. But if they love God so much

with “their whole heart, mind, and soul”54 that their whole heart, mind, and
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soul are too small for the greatness of their love, they will truly rejoice so much

with their whole heart, mind, and soul that their whole heart, mind, and soul

will be too small for the fullness of their joy.

Chapter 26

Whether this is the “fullness of joy” that the Lord promises

My God and my Lord, my hope and the joy of my heart, tell my soul whether

this is that joy of which you tell us through your Son,“Ask and you shall re-

ceive, that your joy may be full.”55 For I have found a joy that is full and

more than full. Indeed, when the heart, the mind, the soul, and the whole

human being are filled with that joy, there will still remain joy beyond meas-

ure. The whole of that joy will therefore not enter into those who rejoice;

instead, those who rejoice will enter wholly into that joy. Speak, Lord, tell

your servant inwardly in his heart whether this is the joy into which your

servants will enter who “enter into the joy of the Lord.”56 But surely the joy

with which your chosen ones will rejoice is something “no eye has seen, nor

ear heard, nor has it entered into the human heart.”57 Therefore, Lord, I have

not yet expressed or conceived how greatly your blessed ones will rejoice.

They will indeed rejoice as much as they love, and they will love as much as

they know. How much will they know you then, Lord, and how much will

they love you? Truly in this life “eye has not seen, nor has ear heard, nor has

it entered into the human heart” how much they will love and know you in

that life.

O God, I pray that I will know and love you that I might rejoice in you. And

if I cannot do so fully in this life, I pray that I might grow day by day until my

joy comes to fullness. Let the knowledge of you grow in me here, and there

let it be full. Let your love grow in me here, and there let it be full, so that my

joy here is great in hope, and my joy there is full in reality. O Lord, by your

Son you command us—or rather, you counsel us—to ask, and you promise

that we will receive,58 that our joy may be full.59 Lord, I ask what you coun-

sel us through our “Wonderful Counselor.”60 Let me receive what you prom-

ise through your truth, that my joy may be full. O truthful God, I ask that I
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may receive, that my joy may be full. Until then, let my mind ponder on it,

my tongue speak of it. Let my heart love it and my mouth proclaim it. Let my

soul hunger for it, my flesh thirst for it, my whole being long for it, until I

“enter into the joy of my Lord,”61 who is God,Three in One,“blessed for ever.

Amen.”62
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GAUNILO’S REPLY ON BEHALF OF THE FOOL

1 Someone who either doubts or denies that there is any such nature* as

that than which nothing greater can be thought is told that its existence is

proved in the following way. First, the very person who denies or entertains

doubts about this being has it in his understanding, since when he hears it spo-

ken of he understands what is said. Further, what he understands must exist in

reality as well and not only in the understanding. The argument for this claim

goes like this: to exist in reality is greater than to exist only in the understand-

ing. Now if that being exists only in the understanding, then whatever also

exists in reality is greater than it. Thus, that which is greater than everything

else63 will be less than something and not greater than everything else, which

is of course a contradiction. And so that which is greater than everything else,

which has already been proved to exist in the understanding, must exist not

only in the understanding but also in reality, since otherwise it could not be

greater than everything else.

He can perhaps reply:

2 “The only reason this is said to exist in my understanding is that I under-

stand what is said. But in the same way, could I not also be said to have in my

understanding any number of false things that have no real existence at all in

themselves, since if someone were to speak of them I would understand what-

ever he said? Unless perhaps it is established that this being is such that it can-

not be had in thought in the same way that any false or doubtful things can,

and so I am not said to think of what I have heard or to have it in my thought,

but to understand it and have it in my understanding, since I cannot think of

it in any other way except by understanding it, that is, by comprehending in

genuine knowledge the fact that it actually exists.

“But first of all, if this were true, there would be no difference in this case

between having the thing in the understanding at one time and then later 
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understanding that the thing exists, as there is in the case of a painting, which

exists first in the mind of the painter and then in the finished work.

“Furthermore, it is nearly impossible to believe that this being, once some-

one had heard it spoken of, cannot be thought not to exist, in just the same

way that even God can be thought not to exist. For if that were so, why bother

with all this argument against someone who denies or doubts that such a na-

ture exists?

“Finally, it must be proved to me by some unassailable argument that this

being merely needs to be thought in order for the understanding to perceive

with complete certainty that it undoubtedly exists. It is not enough to tell me

that it exists in my understanding because I understand it when I hear about

it. I still think I could likewise have any number of other doubtful or even false

things in my understanding if I heard them spoken of by someone whose

words I understand, and especially if I am so taken in by him that, as often

happens, I believe him—as I still do not believe in that being.

3 “Accordingly, that example of the painter, who already has in his under-

standing the picture that he is going to paint, is not a close enough analogy to

support this argument. For before that picture is painted, it is contained in the

craft of the painter, and any such thing in the craft of a craftsman is nothing

but a part of his intelligence. For, as Saint Augustine says, ‘when a carpenter is

about to make a chest in reality, he first has it in his craft. The chest that exists

in reality is not a living thing, but the chest that exists in his craft is a living

thing, since the soul of the craftsman, in which all those things exist before

they are produced, is alive.’64 Now how can they be living things in the living

soul of the craftsman unless they are nothing other than the knowledge or in-

telligence of his soul itself? By contrast, except for things that are recognized

as belonging to the nature of the mind itself, when the understanding upon

hearing or thinking of something perceives that it is true, that truth is un-

doubtedly distinct from the understanding that grasps it. So even if it is true

that there is something than which a greater cannot be thought, that thing,

when it is heard and understood, is not the same sort of thing as a picture that

exists in the understanding of the painter before it is painted.

4 “There is a further argument, which I mentioned earlier. When I hear

someone speak of that which is greater than everything else that can be

thought (which, it is alleged, can be nothing other than God himself ), I can

no more think of it or have it in my understanding in terms of anything whose

genus or species I already know, than I can think of God himself—and in-
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deed, for this very reason I can also think of God as not existing. For I do not

know the thing itself, and I cannot form an idea of it on the basis of some-

thing like it, since you yourself claim that it is so great that nothing else could

be like it. Now if I heard something said about a man I do not know at all,

whose very existence is unknown to me, I could think of him in accordance

with that very thing that a man is, on the basis of that knowledge of genus or

species by which I know what a man is or what men are. Nonetheless, it could

happen that the one who spoke of this man was lying, and so the man whom

I thought of would not exist. But I would still be thinking of him on the basis

of a real thing: not what that particular man would be, but what any given man

is.

“But when I hear someone speak of ‘God’ or ‘something greater than every-

thing else,’ I cannot have it in my thought or understanding in the same way

as this false thing. I was able to think of the false thing on the basis of some

real thing that I actually knew. But in the case of God, I can think of him only

on the basis of the word; and one can seldom or never think of any true thing

solely on the basis of a word. For in thinking of something solely on the basis

of a word, one does not think so much of the word itself (which is at least a

real thing: the sound of letters or syllables) as of the signification of the word

that is heard. And in the present case, one does not do this as someone who

knows what is customarily signified by the word and thinks of it on the basis

of a thing that is real at least in thought. Instead, one thinks of it as someone

who does not know the meaning of the word, who thinks only of the impres-

sion made on his mind by hearing the word and tries to imagine its significa-

tion. It would be surprising if one ever managed to reach the truth about

something in this way. Therefore, when I hear and understand someone 

saying that there exists something greater than everything else that can be

thought, it is in this way, and this way only, that it is present in my understand-

ing. So much, then, for the claim that that supreme nature already exists in my

understanding.

5 “Then I am offered the further argument that this thing necessarily exists

in reality, since if it did not, everything that exists in reality would be greater

than it. And so this thing, which of course has been proved to exist in the un-

derstanding, would not be greater than everything else. To that argument I

reply that if we are to say that something exists in the understanding that can-

not even be thought on the basis of the true nature of anything whatever, then

I shall not deny that even this thing exists in my understanding. But since there

is no way to derive from this the conclusion that this thing also exists in real-

ity, there is simply no reason for me to concede to him that this thing exists

in reality until it is proved to me by some unassailable argument.

“And when he says that this thing exists because otherwise that which is
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greater than everything else would not be greater than everything else, he does

not fully realize whom he is addressing. For I do not yet admit—indeed, I ac-

tually deny, or at least doubt—that this being is greater than any real thing.

Nor do I concede that it exists at all, except in the sense that something exists

(if you want to call it ‘existence’) when my mind tries to imagine some com-

pletely unknown thing solely on the basis of a word that it has heard. How,

then, is the fact that this greater being has been proved to be greater than

everything else supposed to show me that it subsists* in actual fact? For I con-

tinue to deny, or at least doubt, that this has been proved, so that I do not admit

that this greater being exists in my understanding or thought even in the way

that many doubtful and uncertain things exist there. First I must become cer-

tain that this greater being truly exists somewhere, and only then will the fact

that it is greater than everything else show clearly that it also subsists in itself.

6 “For example, there are those who say that somewhere in the ocean is an

island, which, because of the difficulty—or rather, impossibility—of finding

what does not exist, some call ‘the Lost Island.’ This island (so the story goes)

is more plentifully endowed than even the Isles of the Blessed with an inde-

scribable abundance of all sorts of riches and delights. And because it has nei-

ther owner nor inhabitant, it is everywhere superior in its abundant riches to

all the other lands that human beings inhabit.

“Suppose someone tells me all this. The story is easily told and involves no

difficulty, and so I understand it. But if this person went on to draw a conclu-

sion and say,‘You cannot any longer doubt that this island, more excellent than

all others on earth, truly exists somewhere in reality. For you do not doubt that

this island exists in your understanding, and since it is more excellent to exist

not merely in the understanding, but also in reality, this island must also exist

in reality. For if it did not, any land that exists in reality would be greater than

it. And so this more excellent thing that you have understood would not in

fact be more excellent.’—If, I say, he should try to convince me by this argu-

ment that I should no longer doubt whether the island truly exists, either I

would think he was joking, or I would not know whom I ought to think

more foolish: myself, if I grant him his conclusion, or him, if he thinks he has

established the existence of that island with any degree of certainty, without

first showing that its excellence exists in my understanding as a thing that truly

and undoubtedly exists and not in any way like something false or uncertain.”

7 In this way the fool might meet the objections brought against him up to

this point. The next assertion is that this greater being is such that even in

thought it cannot fail to exist, and that in turn rests entirely on the claim that

otherwise this being would not be greater than everything else. To this argu-

ment he can make the very same response, and say,“When did I ever say that

any such thing as that ‘greater than everything else’ exists in actual fact, so that
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on that basis I am supposed to accept the claim that it exists to such a degree

that it cannot even be thought not to exist? Therefore, you must first prove by

some absolutely incontestable argument that there exists some superior na-

ture,* that is, one that is greater and better than all others that exist, so that

from this we can also prove all of the qualities that that which is greater and

better than all other things must necessarily possess.” So instead of saying that

this supreme thing cannot be thought not to exist, perhaps it would be better

to say that it cannot be understood not to exist, or even to be capable of not

existing. For in the strict sense of the word, false things cannot be understood,

even though they can of course be thought in the same way that the fool

thought that God does not exist.

Furthermore, I know with absolute certainty that I myself exist, but

nonetheless I also know that I can fail to exist. But I understand beyond all

doubt that the supreme being that exists, namely God, both exists and cannot

fail to exist. Now I do not know whether I can think I do not exist even while

I know with absolute certainty that I do exist. But if I can, why can I not do

the same for anything else that I know with the same certainty? And if I can-

not, it is not God alone who cannot be thought not to exist.

8 The rest of this book is argued so truly, so lucidly and magnificently, full

of so much that is useful, and fragrant with the aroma of devout and holy feel-

ing, that it should by no means be belittled on account of the claims made at

the beginning, which are indeed accurately understood, but less compellingly

argued. Rather, those claims should be demonstrated more solidly, and then

the whole book can be accorded great honor and praise.
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ANSELM’S REPLY TO GAUNILO

SINCE THE ONE who takes me to task is not that fool against whom I was

speaking in my book, but a Christian who is no fool, arguing on behalf of the

fool, it will be enough for me to reply to the Christian.

1 You say —whoever you are who say that the fool could say these things—

that something than which a greater cannot be thought is in the understand-

ing no differently from that which cannot even be thought according to the

true nature of anything at all.You also say that it does not follow (as I say it

does) that that than which a greater cannot be thought exists in reality as well

simply because it exists in the understanding, any more than it follows that the

Lost Island most certainly exists simply because someone who hears it de-

scribed in words has no doubt that it exists in his understanding. I, however,

say this: if that than which a greater cannot be thought is neither understood

nor thought, and exists neither in the understanding nor in thought, then

either God is not that than which a greater cannot be thought, or else he is

neither understood nor thought, and exists neither in the understanding nor

in thought. I appeal to your own faith and conscience as the most compelling

argument that this is false. Therefore, that than which a greater cannot be

thought is indeed understood and thought, and exists in the understanding

and in thought. So either the premises by which you attempt to prove the

contrary are false, or else what you think follows from them does not in fact

follow.

You think that from the fact that something than which a greater cannot be

thought is understood, it does not follow that it exists in the understanding;

nor does it follow that if it exists in the understanding, it therefore exists in re-

ality. But I say with certainty that if it can be so much as thought to exist, it

must necessarily exist. For that than which a greater cannot be thought can-

not be thought of as beginning to exist. By contrast, whatever can be thought

to exist but does not in fact exist, can be thought of as beginning to exist.

Therefore, it is not the case that that than which a greater cannot be thought

can be thought to exist, but does not in fact exist. If, therefore, it can be

thought to exist, it does necessarily exist.

Furthermore, if it can be thought at all, it necessarily exists. For no one who

denies or doubts that something than which a greater cannot be thought
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exists, denies or doubts that if it did exist, it would be unable to fail to exist

either in reality or in the understanding, since otherwise it would not be that

than which a greater cannot be thought. But whatever can be thought, but

does not in fact exist, could (if it did exist) fail to exist either in reality or in

the understanding. So if that than which a greater cannot be thought can be

thought at all, it cannot fail to exist.

But let us assume instead that it does not exist, although it can be thought.

Now something that can be thought but does not exist, would not, if it

existed, be that than which a greater cannot be thought. And so, if it existed,

that than which a greater cannot be thought would not be that than which a

greater cannot be thought, which is utterly absurd. Therefore, if that than

which a greater cannot be thought can be thought at all, it is false that it does

not exist—and much more so if it can be understood and can exist in the

understanding.

I shall say something more. If something does not exist everywhere and al-

ways, even if perhaps it does exist somewhere and sometimes, it can undoubt-

edly be thought not to exist anywhere or at any time, just as it does not exist

in this particular place or at this particular time. For something that did not

exist yesterday but does exist today can be conceived of as never existing in

just the same way that it is understood as not existing yesterday. And some-

thing that does not exist here but does exist elsewhere can be thought not to

exist anywhere in just the same way that it does not exist here. Similarly, when

some parts of a thing do not exist in the same place or at the same time as

other parts of that thing, all its parts—and therefore the thing as a whole—

can be thought not to exist anywhere or at any time. Even if we say that time

always exists and that the universe is everywhere, nevertheless, the whole of

time does not always exist, and the whole of the universe is not everywhere.

And just as each individual part of time does not exist when the others do, so

each can be thought never to exist. And just as each individual part of the 

universe does not exist where the others do, so each can be thought to exist

nowhere. Moreover, whatever is composed of parts can, at least in thought, be

divided and fail to exist. Therefore, whatever does not exist as a whole in all

places and at all times, even if it does exist, can be thought not to exist. But

that than which a greater cannot be thought, if it exists, cannot be thought not

to exist. For otherwise, even if it exists, it is not that than which a greater can-

not be thought—which is absurd. Therefore, there is no time and no place in

which it does not exist as a whole; it exists as a whole always and everywhere.

Do you think the being about whom these things are understood can in any

way be thought or understood, or can exist in thought or in the understand-

ing? If it cannot, these claims about it cannot be understood either. Perhaps

you will say that it is not understood and does not exist in the understanding

because it is not fully understood. But then you would have to say that some-
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one who cannot gaze directly upon the purest light of the sun does not see

the light of day, which is nothing other than the light of the sun. Surely that

than which a greater cannot be thought is understood, and exists in the under-

standing, at least to the extent that these things about it are understood.

2 And so I said in the argument that you criticize, that when the fool hears

someone utter the words “that than which a greater cannot be thought,” he

understands what he hears. Someone who does not understand it (if it is spo-

ken in a language he knows) is rather feeble-minded, if indeed he has a mind

at all.

Then I said that if it is understood, it exists in the understanding. Or does

that which has been shown to exist necessarily in actual fact not exist in any

understanding? But you will say that even if it exists in the understanding, it

still does not follow that it is understood. Notice, however, that if it is under-

stood, it does follow that it exists in the understanding. For when something

is thought, it is thought by means of thinking; and what is thought by means

of thinking exists in thinking just as it is thought. And in the same way, when

something is understood, it is understood by means of the understanding; and

what is understood by means of the understanding exists in the understand-

ing, just as it is understood.What could be clearer than that?

After that I said that if it exists only in the understanding, it can be thought

to exist in reality as well, which is greater. Therefore, if it exists only in the

understanding, the very same thing is both that than which a greater cannot be

thought and that than which a greater can be thought. Now I ask you, what

could be more logical? For if it exists only in the understanding, can it not be

thought to exist in reality as well? And if it can, does not the one who thinks

it, think something greater than that thing is if it exists only in the understand-

ing? So if that than which a greater cannot be thought exists only in the under-

standing, it is that than which a greater can be thought: what more logical

conclusion could there be? But of course that than which a greater cannot be

thought is not the same in anyone’s understanding as that than which a greater

can be thought. Does it not follow, therefore, that if that than which a greater

cannot be thought exists in any understanding at all, it does not exist only in

the understanding? For if it exists only in the understanding, it is that than

which a greater can be thought, which is absurd.

3 But, you say, this is just the same as if someone were to claim that it 

cannot be doubted that a certain island in the ocean, surpassing all other lands

in its fertility (which, from the difficulty—or rather, impossibility—of find-

ing what does not exist, is called “the Lost Island”), truly exists in reality, be-

cause someone can easily understand it when it is described to him in words.

I say quite confidently that if anyone can find for me something existing 

either in reality or only in thought to which he can apply this inference in my
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argument, besides that than which a greater cannot be thought, I will find and

give to him that Lost Island, never to be lost again. In fact, however, it has al-

ready become quite clear that that than which a greater cannot be thought

cannot be thought not to exist, since its existence is a matter of such certain

truth. For otherwise it would not exist at all.

Finally, if someone says that he thinks it does not exist, I say that when he

thinks this, either he is thinking something than which a greater cannot be

thought, or he is not. If he is not, then he is not thinking that it does not exist,

since he is not thinking it at all. But if he is, he is surely thinking something

that cannot be thought not to exist. For if it could be thought not to exist, it

could be thought to have a beginning and an end, which is impossible.There-

fore, someone who is thinking it, is thinking something that cannot be

thought not to exist. And of course someone who is thinking this does not

think that that very thing does not exist. Otherwise he would be thinking

something that cannot be thought. Therefore, that than which a greater can-

not be thought cannot be thought not to exist.

4 When I say that this supreme being cannot be thought not to exist, you

reply that it would perhaps be better to say that it cannot be understood not to

exist, or even to be capable of not existing. But in fact it was more correct to

say that it cannot be thought not to exist. For if I had said that this thing can-

not be understood not to exist, you (who say that in the strict sense of the

word false things cannot be understood) might well object that nothing that

exists can be understood not to exist, since, after all, it is false that something

that exists does not exist. Consequently, it is not God alone who cannot be

understood not to exist. But if any of those things that most certainly exist can

be understood not to exist, then other things that are certain can likewise be

understood not to exist. If, however, we say ‘thought’ [rather than ‘under-

stood’] this objection will have no force if it is examined properly. For even if

nothing that actually exists can be understood not to exist, everything can be

thought not to exist, except for that which exists supremely. Indeed, all and only

those things that have a beginning or end, or are made up of parts, as well as

whatever does not exist always and everywhere as a whole (as I discussed ear-

lier), can be thought not to exist. The only thing that cannot be thought not

to exist is that which has neither beginning nor end, and is not made up of

parts, and which no thought discerns except as wholly present always and

everywhere.

So you should realize that you can indeed think of yourself as not existing

even while you know with absolute certainty that you exist. I am amazed that

you said you did not know this. For we think of many things as not existing

that we know exist, and we think of many things as existing that we know do

not exist—not judging, but imagining, that things are as we are thinking of

them. And so we can in fact think of something as not existing even while we
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See Chapter 4 of the Proslogion.

know that it exists, since we can think the one thing and know the other at

the very same time. And yet we cannot think of something as not existing

even while we know that it exists, since we cannot think of it as existing and

not existing at the same time. So if someone distinguishes the two senses of

this statement in this way, he will understand that in one sense nothing can be

thought of as not existing when we know that it exists, and in another sense

anything besides that than which a greater cannot be thought can be thought

not to exist, even when we know that it exists. Thus God alone cannot be

thought not to exist, but nonetheless it is also true that there are many things

that cannot be thought not to exist while they actually exist. I think, however,

that I adequately explained in my book the sense in which God is thought not

to exist.65

5 Now as for the other objections you raise against me on behalf of the fool,

anyone with much sense at all can easily see through them, so I had judged it

best not to bother proving this. But since I hear that some readers think they

have some force against me, I will deal with them briefly. First, you repeatedly

say that I argue that that which is greater than everything else exists in the un-

derstanding; and that if it exists in the understanding, it also exists in reality,

for otherwise that which is greater than everything else would not be greater

than everything else. Nowhere in anything I said can such an argument be

found. For “that which is greater than everything else” and “that than which

a greater cannot be thought” do not have the same force in proving that the

thing spoken of exists in reality. For if someone says that that than which a

greater cannot be thought is not something existing in reality, or is capable of

not existing, or can be thought not to exist, he is easily refuted. For whatever

does not exist is capable of not existing, and whatever is capable of not exist-

ing can be thought not to exist. Now whatever can be thought not to exist,

if it does exist, is not that than which a greater cannot be thought. And if it

does not exist, it would not be that than which a greater cannot be thought

even if it were to exist. But it makes no sense to say that that than which a greater

cannot be thought, if it exists, is not that than which a greater cannot be

thought, and that if it [does not exist but] were to exist, it would not be that

than which a greater cannot be thought. It is therefore evident that it exists,

that it is not capable of not existing, and that it cannot be thought not to exist.

For otherwise, if it exists, it is not the thing spoken of; and if it [does not exist

but] were to exist, it would not be the thing spoken of.

This does not seem to be so easily proved with regard to what is said to be

greater than everything else. For it is not as evident that something that can

be thought not to exist is not that which is greater than everything else that
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exists, as it is that such a thing is not that than which a greater cannot be

thought. Nor is it indubitable that if there is something greater than every-

thing else, it is the same as that than which a greater cannot be thought, or

that if such a thing were to exist, there would not exist another thing just like

it. But these things are certainly true of what is called “that than which a

greater cannot be thought.” For what if someone were to say that something

exists that is greater than everything else that exists, and yet that this very thing

can be thought not to exist, and that something greater than it can be thought,

although that greater thing does not actually exist? Can it be just as easily in-

ferred in this case that it is not greater than everything else that exists, as it was

perfectly certain in the previous case that it was not that than which a greater

cannot be thought? In the second case we would need another premise, be-

sides the mere fact that this being is said to be “greater than everything else,”

whereas in the first case there was no need for anything more than the expres-

sion “that than which a greater cannot be thought.”Therefore, since “that than

which a greater cannot be thought” proves things about itself and through it-

self that cannot be proved in the same way about what is said to be “greater

than everything else,” you have unjustly criticized me for saying things I did

not say, when they differ greatly from what I actually said.

If, however, this can be proved through some further argument, you should

not have criticized me for saying something that can be proved. And that it

can in fact be proved should be easily perceived by anyone who knows that it

can be proved for that than which a greater cannot be thought. For that than

which a greater cannot be thought cannot be understood as anything other

than the one thing that is greater than everything else. Therefore, just as that

than which a greater cannot be thought is understood and exists in the un-

derstanding, and therefore is affirmed to exist in actual fact, even so that which

is said to be greater than everything else is with necessity inferred to be un-

derstood, to exist in the understanding, and consequently to exist in reality. So

you see how right you were to compare me to that stupid man who was will-

ing to affirm the existence of the Lost Island solely because the island would

be understood if someone described it.

6 But you also raise the objection that all sorts of false or doubtful things can

be understood, and exist in the understanding, in the very same way as the

being I was talking about. I wonder what force you thought this objection

could have against me. I was simply trying to prove something that was still in

doubt, and for that it was enough for me to show that this being is under-

stood, and exists in the understanding, in some way or other, since on that basis

the argument would go on to determine whether it exists only in the under-

standing, like a false thing, or also in reality, like a real thing. For if false and

doubtful things are understood, and exist in the understanding, in the sense

that one who hears them spoken of understands what the speaker means, there
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is no reason that the being I was discussing could not be understood or exist

in the understanding.

But how can these two claims of yours be consistent: first, that if someone

spoke of false things, you would understand whatever he said; and second, that

if what you heard is not had in thought in the same way that false things are,

you would not say that you think it and have it in your thought, but rather

that you understand it and have it in your understanding, since you cannot

think this thing without understanding it, that is, comprehending in genuine

knowledge that it exists in reality? How, I ask, can these be consistent: that false

things are understood, and that to understand is to comprehend in genuine

knowledge that something exists? You should realize that this objection has no

force against me. If false things can indeed be understood in some sense, and

your definition of understanding applies not to all but only to some cases of

understanding, then I should not have been criticized for saying that that than

which a greater cannot be thought is understood and exists in the understand-

ing even before it was certain that it exists in reality.

7 Next, you say that it is nearly impossible to believe that when this thing

has been spoken of and heard, it cannot be thought not to exist in the way

that even God can be thought not to exist. Let those who have acquired even

a meager knowledge of disputation and argument reply on my behalf. Is it ra-

tional for someone to deny [the existence of ] what he understands, simply be-

cause it is said to be the same as something [whose existence] he denies

because he does not understand it? Or if [its existence] is sometimes denied

because it is only partly understood, and it is the same as something that is not

understood at all, are not things in doubt more easily proved to be true of

what exists in some understanding than of what exists in no understanding?

Therefore, it is impossible to believe that someone would deny [the existence

of ] that than which a greater cannot be thought, which he understands to

some extent when he hears of it, simply because he denies [the existence of ]

God, whose meaning he is not thinking of in any way. Or, if he also denies

[the existence of ] that than which a greater cannot be thought, because he

does not fully understand it, is it not easier to prove [the existence of ] what is

understood to some extent than to prove what is not understood at all? So it

was not irrational for me to prove against the fool that God exists by making

use of the expression “that than which a greater cannot be thought,” since he

would understand that expression to some extent, whereas he might not

understand ‘God’ at all.

8 You go to some trouble to show that that than which a greater cannot be

thought is not the same sort of thing as a picture, not yet painted, in the un-

derstanding of the painter, but your argument is not to the point. I did not

bring up the picture that is thought out beforehand in order to claim that it

was the same sort of thing as the being I was discussing, but merely so I could
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Romans 1:20.

show that something exists in the understanding that would not be under-

stood to exist [in reality].

Again, you say that when you hear “that than which a greater cannot be

thought,” you cannot think it in accordance with some thing that you know

by genus or species, or have it in your understanding, since you do not know

the thing itself and cannot form an idea of it on the basis of something simi-

lar. But that is clearly wrong. For since every lesser good, insofar as it is good,

is similar to a greater good, it is clear to every reasonable mind that by raising

our thoughts from lesser goods to greater goods, we can certainly form an idea

of that than which a greater cannot be thought on the basis of those things

than which a greater can be thought. Who, for example, is unable to think

(even if he does not believe that what he thinks exists in reality) that if some-

thing that has a beginning and end is good, then something that has a begin-

ning but never ceases to exist is much better? And that just as the latter is

better than the former, so something that has neither beginning nor end is

better still, even if it is always moving from the past through the present into

the future? And that something that in no way needs or is compelled to

change or move is far better even than that, whether any such thing exists in

reality or not? Can such a thing not be thought? Can anything greater than

this be thought? Or rather, is not this an example of forming an idea of that

than which a greater cannot be thought on the basis of those things than

which a greater can be thought? So there is in fact a way to form an idea of

that than which a greater cannot be thought. And so in this way it is easy to

refute a fool who does not accept the sacred authority, if he denies that one

can form an idea of that than which a greater cannot be thought on the basis

of other things. But if an orthodox Christian were to deny this, he should re-

call that “since the creation of the world the invisible things of God—his

everlasting power and divinity—have been clearly seen through the things

that have been made.”66

9 But even if it were true that that than which a greater cannot be thought

cannot be thought or understood, it would not be false that [the expression]

“that than which a greater cannot be thought” can be thought and under-

stood. For just as one can use the word ‘ineffable’, even though the thing that

is said to be ineffable cannot be spoken of; and just as ‘unthinkable’ can be

thought, even though the thing to which the word ‘unthinkable’ applies can-

not be thought; in the same way, when someone says “that than which noth-

ing greater can be thought,” that which is heard can undoubtedly be thought

and understood, even though the thing itself than which a greater cannot be

thought cannot be thought or understood.
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For even if someone is foolish enough to say that something than which a

greater cannot be thought does not exist, he will surely not be shameless

enough to say that he cannot understand or think what he is saying. Or, if such

a person does turn up, not only should his words be repudiated, but he him-

self should be ridiculed. So anyone who denies the existence of something

than which a greater cannot be thought surely understands and thinks the de-

nial that he is making. Now he cannot understand or think this denial with-

out its parts. And one part of it is “that than which a greater cannot be

thought.” Therefore, whoever denies this, understands and thinks that than

which a greater cannot be thought. Now it is quite clear that something that

cannot fail to exist can be thought and understood in the same way. And one

who thinks this is thinking something greater than is one who thinks some-

thing that can fail to exist. Therefore, if, while he is thinking that than which

a greater cannot be thought, he thinks that it can fail to exist, he is not think-

ing that than which a greater cannot be thought. But it is not possible for the

same thing at the same time both to be thought and not to be thought.There-

fore, someone who thinks that than which a greater cannot be thought does

not think that it can, but rather that it cannot fail to exist. For this reason the

thing that he is thinking exists necessarily, since whatever can fail to exist is

not what he is thinking.

10 I believe I have now shown that my proof in the foregoing book that that

than which a greater cannot be thought exists in reality was no weak argu-

ment, but a quite conclusive one, one that is not weakened by the force of any

objection. For the signification of this expression has such great force that the

thing it expresses is, from the mere fact that it is understood or thought, nec-

essarily proved both to exist in reality and to be whatever we ought to believe

about the divine nature. Now we believe about the divine nature everything

that can be thought, absolutely speaking, better for something to be than not

to be. For example, it is better to be eternal than not eternal, good than not

good, and indeed goodness itself rather than not goodness itself. That than

which something greater cannot be thought cannot fail to be anything of this

sort. So one must believe that that than which a greater cannot be thought is

whatever we ought to believe about the divine nature.

I am grateful for your kindness both in your criticisms and in your praise of

my book. For since you lavished such great praise on the things you found

worthy of acceptance, it is quite clear that you criticized the things that

seemed weak to you not from ill will but in a friendly spirit.
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[THREE PHILOSOPHICAL DIALOGUES]

Preface

At various times I wrote three treatises pertaining to the study of Holy Scrip-

ture, all of them in question-and-answer form, with the person asking ques-

tions identified as ‘Teacher’ and the respondent as ‘Student’. I did in fact write

a fourth treatise in the same form—a very useful work, I believe, for those

being introduced to dialectic—which begins with the words “De gram-

matico.”1 But since its subject matter is different from these three, I do not

count it as belonging with them.

One of the three is On Truth: it considers what truth is, in what things truth

is commonly said to be, and what justice is. The second is On Freedom of

Choice: it considers what freedom of choice is, and whether human beings al-

ways have it, as well as how many distinctions there are in freedom of choice

depending on whether someone has or lacks rectitude of will—freedom of

choice having been given to rational creatures in order that they might pre-

serve rectitude of will. In it I elucidated only the natural power of the will to

preserve the rectitude that it received, not how necessary it is that the will be

supported by grace. The third asks how the devil sinned by not remaining

steadfast2 in the truth, since God did not give him perseverance, which the

devil could not have unless God gave it to him; for if God had given it, the

devil would have had it, just as the good angels had it because God gave it to

them. Although I did discuss the confirmation of the good angels in this trea-

tise, I called it On the Fall of the Devil because what I wrote about the bad an-

gels was the very heart of the question, whereas what I said about the good

angels was a side issue.
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1
De grammatico can mean either “on the grammarian” or “on the grammatical”; since the

dialogue is in part devoted to distinguishing the two senses, I have left its title untranslated.
2

Cf. John 8:44: the devil “did not remain steadfast in the truth.” “Remained steadfast”

(Latin: stetit) is literally “stood firm.” The translation “remained steadfast” has certain advan-

tages, not the least of which is that it allows the use of ‘steadfastness’ to translate the cognate

noun status in On the Fall of the Devil 6.



Although I did not compose these treatises one right after the other, their

subject matter and their similarity of form require that they be written to-

gether as a unit, and in the order in which I have listed them. So even if cer-

tain over-hasty persons have transcribed them in a different order before they

were all finished, I want them to be arranged as I have instructed here.
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On Truth

Chapters

1: That truth has no beginning or end 

2: On the truth of signification, and on the two truths of a statement

3: On the truth of opinion

4: On the truth of the will

5: On the truth of natural and non-natural action

6: On the truth of the senses

7: On the truth of the being of things

8: On the various meanings of ‘ought’ and ‘ought not’, ‘can’ and ‘cannot’

9: That every action signifies something true or false

10: On the supreme truth

11: On the definition of truth

12: On the definition of justice

13: That there is one truth in all true things
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Chapter 1

That truth has no beginning or end

STUDENT: Since we believe that God is truth,3 and we say that truth is in

many other things, I would like to know whether, wherever truth is said to

be, we must acknowledge that God is that truth. For you yourself, in your

Monologion, prove on the basis of the truth of speech that the supreme truth

has no beginning or end:“Let anyone who can do so think of this: when did

it begin to be true, or when was it not true, that something was going to exist?

Or when will it cease to be true, and no longer be true, that something ex-

isted in the past? But given that neither of these is conceivable, and both state-

ments cannot be true apart from truth, then it is impossible even to think that

truth has a beginning or end. Finally, if truth had a beginning or will have an

end, before it came into being it was then true that there was no truth, and

after it has ceased to exist, it will then be true that there is no truth. Now

nothing can be true apart from truth. So truth existed before truth existed, and

truth will exist after truth has ceased to exist—which is an absolute absurd-

ity. So, whether truth is said to have a beginning or end or is understood not

to have a beginning or end, truth cannot be confined by any beginning or

end.” So you say in your Monologion.4 And for that reason I am eager for you

to teach me a definition of truth.

TEACHER: I don’t remember ever discovering a definition of truth; but if you

like, let’s inquire what truth is by examining the variety of things in which we

say there is truth.

S: Even if I can’t do anything else, I will at least help by listening.

Chapter 2

On the truth of signification, and on the two truths of a statement

T: Then let’s inquire first what truth is in a statement, since we quite often

call a statement true or false.

S: You inquire, and I will hold on to whatever you discover.

T: When is a statement true?

S: When what it states, whether by affirming or denying, is the case. For I say

that it states something even when it denies that what-is-not is, since that is

the way in which it states what is the case.
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Cf. John 14:6, where Christ says “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”

4
See Chapter 18 of the Monologion.



T: So do you think that the thing stated is the truth of the statement?

S: No.

T: Why not?

S: Because nothing is true except by participating in truth, and so the truth

of what is true is in the true thing itself, whereas the thing stated is not in the

true statement. Hence, we must say that the thing stated is not the truth of the

statement, but the cause of its truth. For this reason it seems to me that the

truth of a statement must be sought nowhere else but in the statement itself.

T: Then consider whether the statement itself, or its signification, or any of

those things that are in the definition of ‘statement’, is what you are looking

for.

S: I don’t think so.

T: Why not?

S: Because if that were so, the statement would always be true, since every-

thing in the definition of ‘statement’ remains the same, both when what is

stated is the case and when it isn’t. For the statement is the same, its significa-

tion is the same, and so forth.

T: Then what do you think truth is in a statement?

S: All I know is that when a statement signifies that what-is is, then there is

truth in it, and it is true.

T: For what purpose is an affirmation made?

S: For signifying that what-is is.

T: So it ought to do that.

S: Certainly.

T: So when it signifies that what-is is, it signifies what it ought to.

S: Obviously.

T: And when it signifies what it ought to, it signifies correctly.

S: Yes.

T: Now when it signifies correctly, its signification is correct.

S: No doubt about it.

T: So when it signifies that what-is is, its signification is correct.

S: That follows.
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5
That is, its correctness. ‘Rectitude’ (rectitudo) is the abstract noun corresponding to ‘cor-

rect’ (rectum). I use ‘rectitude’ rather than ‘correctness’ for the sake of consistency: later in the

dialogue there are passages where ‘correctness’ will not work as a translation for rectitudo, and

since rectitudo is the most important technical term in the dialogue, it seemed important to

signal its presence with a consistent translation.
6

“this truth”: that is, the truth of statements.
7

“has received the power to signify” is literally just “has received to signify” (accepit signifi-

care). Anselm uses this construction and others like it in the three dialogues to speak about

the powers and capacities that things receive from whatever causes them to exist in the first

place.
8

In other words, a false statement is still a meaningful statement: if I say “Abraham Lincoln

served out his second term as President,” I do manage to signify that Abraham Lincoln

served out his second term, even though what I am signifying does not match the way

things really are. The student therefore suggests that what statements were made for (what

they “received the power to do”) is signifying, period, and not necessarily signifying what is

really the case.

T: Furthermore, when it signifies that what-is is, its signification is true.

S: Indeed it is both correct and true when it signifies that what-is is.

T: Then its being correct is the same thing as its being true: namely, its signi-

fying that what-is is.

S: Indeed, they are the same.

T: So its truth is nothing other than its rectitude.5

S: Now I see clearly that this truth6 is rectitude.

T: The case is similar when a statement signifies that what-is-not is not.

S: I understand what you’re saying. But teach me how I could respond if

someone were to say that even when a statement signifies that what-is-not is,

it signifies what it ought to. A statement, after all, has received the power to

signify7 both that what-is is, and that what-is-not is—for if it had not received

the power to signify that even what-is-not is, it would not signify this.8 So

even when it signifies that what-is-not is, it signifies what it ought to. But if,

as you have shown, it is correct and true by signifying what it ought to, then

a statement is true even when it states that what-is-not is.

T: Certainly it is not customary to call a statement true when it signifies that

what-is-not is; nonetheless, it has truth and rectitude, in that it is doing what

it ought to. But when it signifies that what-is is, it is doing what it ought to

in two ways, since it not only signifies what it received the power to signify but

also signifies in keeping with the purpose for which it was made.We custom-

arily call a statement correct and true according to the rectitude and truth by
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9
Anselm is noting that statements can be regarded as having two functions and therefore

as being true in two different senses.Their real purpose is to signify what is the case, so they

can be called true if they signify what is the case (that is the usual sense of  ‘true’); but they

also have the power simply to signify, regardless of whether what they signify is the case, and

so they can be called true if they simply signify. Any well-formed statement signifies (so

Anselm says that this sort of truth is “invariable” and “natural”), but not every well-formed

statement signifies what is the case (so Anselm says that this sort of truth is “variable”). The

last two sentences note that there are certain statements in which the two truths cannot di-

verge: that is, if they signify anything at all, they signify what is the case. These are the affir-

mations of necessary truths and the negations of necessary falsehoods.
10

There is a brief discussion of this truth at the end of Chapter 5.

which it signifies that what-is is, not according to that by which it signifies

that even what-is-not is. After all, what a statement ought to do depends more

on the purpose for which it received its power of signification than on what

was not the purpose for receiving signification; and the only reason it received

the power to signify that a thing is when it is not, or that a thing is not when

it is, was that it was not possible for it to be given only the power of signify-

ing that a thing is when it is, or that it is not when it is not.

Therefore, the rectitude and truth that a statement has because it signifies in

keeping with the purpose for which it was made is one thing; that which it

has because it signifies what it received the power to signify is quite another.

The latter is invariable for a given statement, whereas the former is variable,

since a statement always has the latter but does not always have the former. For

it has the latter naturally, while it has the former accidentally and according to

its use. For example, when I say “It is day” in order to signify that what-is is,

I am using the signification of this statement correctly, since this is the pur-

pose for which it was made; consequently, in that case it is said to signify cor-

rectly. But when I use the same statement to signify that what-is-not is, I am

not using it correctly, since it was not made for that purpose; and so in that

case its signification is said not to be correct. Now in some statements these

two rectitudes or truths are inseparable: for example, when we say “Human

beings are animals,” or “A human being is not a stone.” For this affirmation al-

ways signifies that what-is is, and this negation always signifies that what-is-

not is not; nor can we use the former to signify that what-is-not is (since

human beings are always animals) or the latter to signify that what-is is not

(since a human being is never a stone).9

We began our inquiry with the truth that a statement has when someone

uses it correctly, since it is according to this truth that common usage identi-

fies a statement as true. As for the truth that it cannot fail to have, we will dis-

cuss that later.10
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11
John 8:44.

S: Then go back to what you began, since you have adequately distinguished

for me between the two truths of statements—if, that is, you have shown that

a statement has some truth even when it’s a lie, as you say.

T: For the time being let these remarks suffice for our first topic, the truth of

signification. After all, the same notion of truth that we examined in spoken

statements will be found in all signs that are made for the purpose of signify-

ing that something is or is not: for example, writing and sign language.

S: Then go on to the other things.

Chapter 3

On the truth of opinion

T: We also call a thought true when things are as we think they are (whether

we think this through reason or in some other way) and false when they are

not.

S: That’s the custom.

T: So what do you think truth in thought is?

S: According to the reasoning we found persuasive in the case of statements,

nothing can be more correctly called the truth of a thought than its rectitude.

For the power of thinking that something is or is not was given to us in order

that we might think that what-is is, and that what-is-not is not. Therefore, if

someone thinks that what-is is, he is thinking what he ought to think, and so

his thought is correct. If, then, a thought is true and correct for no other rea-

son than that we are thinking that what-is is, or that what-is-not is not, its

truth is nothing other than its rectitude.

T: Your reasoning is correct.

Chapter 4

On the truth of the will

Now Truth Itself says that there is also truth in the will when he says that the

devil “did not remain steadfast in the truth.”11 For it was only in his will that

he was in the truth and then abandoned the truth.

S: So I believe. For if he had always willed what he ought, he would never

have sinned; and it was only by sinning that he abandoned the truth.
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12
John 3:20.

13
John 3:21.

14
“act correctly” is literally “do rectitude.”

T: Then tell me what you understand truth to be in the will.

S: Nothing other than rectitude. For if he was in rectitude and in the truth so

long as he willed what he ought—that is, that for the sake of which he had

received a will—and if he abandoned rectitude and truth when he willed

what he ought not, then we cannot understand truth in this case as anything

other than rectitude, since both truth and rectitude in his will were nothing

other than his willing what he ought.

T: You understand this well.

Chapter 5

On the truth of natural and non-natural action

But we must equally believe that there is truth in action as well. As the Lord

says, “One who does evil hates the light,”12 and “One who does the truth

comes to the light.”13

S: I understand what you’re saying.

T: Then consider, if you can, what truth is in action.

S: Unless I am mistaken, we must use the same reasoning about truth in ac-

tion that we used earlier to identify truth in other things.

T: You’re right. For if doing evil and doing the truth are opposites, as the Lord

indicates by saying that “One who does evil hates the light” and “One who

does the truth comes to the light,” then doing the truth is the same as doing

good, since doing good and doing evil are contraries. Therefore, if doing the

truth and doing good are both opposed to the same thing, they have the same

signification. Now everyone agrees that those who do what they ought, do

good and act correctly.14 From this it follows that to act correctly is to do the

truth, since it is agreed that to do the truth is to do good, and to do good is

to act correctly. So nothing is more obvious than that the truth of action is its

rectitude.

S: I see no weakness in your reasoning.

T: Consider whether every action that does what it ought to is appropriately

said to do the truth.You see, there is rational action, such as giving to charity,
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Matthew 5:10.

16
2 Corinthians 5:10.

and irrational action, such as the action of a fire that causes heat. So think

about whether it would be appropriate for us to say that the fire is doing the

truth.

S: If the fire received the power to heat from the one from whom it has

being, then when it heats, it is doing what it ought to. So I don’t see what is

inappropriate about saying that the fire does the truth and acts correctly when

it does what it ought to.

T: That’s exactly how it seems to me. Hence we can note that there is one

rectitude or truth in action that is necessary, and another that is not.When the

fire heats, it does the truth and acts correctly out of necessity; but when human

beings do good, it is not out of necessity that they do the truth and act cor-

rectly. Now when the Lord said that “One who does the truth comes to the

light,” he meant us to take ‘do’ not just to mean what is properly* called doing,

but as substituting for any verb. After all, he is not excluding from this truth

or light someone who undergoes persecution “for righteousness’ sake,”15 or

who is when and where he ought to be, or who stands or sits when he ought

to, and so forth. No one says that such people are not doing good.And when

the Apostle says that everyone will receive a recompense “according to his

deeds,”16 we should understand him to mean whatever we customarily iden-

tify as doing good or doing evil.

S: Ordinary language, too, uses ‘to do’ both of undergoing and of many other

things that are not doings. Hence, if I am not mistaken, we can also include

among right actions an upright will, whose truth we investigated earlier, be-

fore the truth of action.

T: You are not mistaken. For someone who wills what he ought to is said to

act correctly and to do good; nor is he excluded from those who do the truth.

But since we are discussing the upright will in the course of investigating the

truth, and the Lord seems to speak specifically of the truth that is in the will

when he says that the devil “did not remain steadfast in the truth,” I wanted

to give separate consideration to what truth is in the will.

S: I am glad you did it that way.

T: So since it is established that there is a natural truth in action as well as a

non-natural truth, that truth in statements which we saw above cannot be
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See Chapter 2. The truth that cannot be separated from a statement is its signifying

whatever it “received the power to signify.” This truth, Anselm says, is akin to the truth of

natural action. Just as fire cannot help heating,“It is day” cannot help signifying that it is day.

In this sense both the statement and the fire are doing what they received the power to do,

and so they are both “doing the truth.”

separated from them should be classified as natural truth.17 For just as fire,

when it heats, does the truth, since it received the power to heat from the one

who gave it being, so also the statement “It is day” does the truth when it sig-

nifies that it is day, whether it is actually day or not, since it received naturally

the power to do this.

S: Now for the first time I see the truth in a false statement.

Chapter 6

On the truth of the senses

T: Do you think we have found every dwelling-place of truth apart from the

supreme truth?

S: I now recall one truth that I don’t find in the things you have discussed.

T: What is it?

S: There is truth in the bodily senses, although not always, since they some-

times deceive us. For sometimes when I see something through glass, my vi-

sion deceives me, since it sometimes reports to me that the body* I see beyond

the glass is the same color as the glass, when in fact it is a different color; on

the other hand, sometimes it makes me think that the glass has the color of

the thing that I see beyond it, even though it doesn’t. And there are many

other cases in which vision and the other senses are deceptive.

T: I don’t think this truth and falsehood is in the senses, but in opinion. For

it is the interior sense that deceives itself; the exterior sense does not lie to it.

Sometimes this is easy to recognize, but sometimes it is difficult.When a child

fears the open maw of the sculpture of a dragon, it is easy to recognize that

his vision is not responsible; his vision is reporting to the child exactly what it

reports to adults. Rather, what is responsible is the child’s interior sense, which

is not yet adept at distinguishing between a thing and its likeness. This is the

sort of thing that happens when we see someone who resembles someone else

and we think he is the person he resembles, or when someone hears what is

not a human voice and thinks it is a human voice. The interior sense is re-

sponsible for these as well.
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Now what you say about glass is the case for the following reason.When vi-

sion passes through a body* that is of the same color as air—unless that body

is denser or darker than the air—nothing prevents vision from taking on the

likeness of the color that it sees beyond that body, any more than when it

passes through air. This is what happens when, for example, vision passes

through glass with its natural color (that is, in which there is no admixture of

another color) or through perfectly pure water or crystal or something of a

similar color. But when vision passes through another color—as, for example,

through glass that is not its natural color, but to which some other color has

been added—it receives the color that it encounters first. Hence, once it has

received a color and been affected by it, any other color it encounters is re-

ceived either less accurately or not at all; as a result, what it reports is the

color it first received, either by itself or in conjunction with a color it en-

counters afterwards. For if vision is altered by a prior color to the full extent

of its power to see color, it cannot perceive any other color at the same time;

but if it is not altered to the full extent of its power to perceive color, it can

perceive another color. For example, if it passes through some body, such as

glass, that is so perfectly red that vision itself is completely altered by its red-

ness, it cannot be altered by any other color at the same time. But if it does

not find the redness it first encounters to exhaust its power to see color, it is

(so to speak) not yet full; it can still take on another color, since its capacity

was not satiated by the previous color. Someone who does not know this

therefore thinks his vision is reporting that everything it perceives after tak-

ing on the first color is either partially or wholly of that same color. And so

it happens that the interior sense blames its own shortcoming on the exte-

rior sense.

Similarly, when a straight stick, part of which is in water and part of which

is not, is thought to be broken; or when we think we see our own faces in a

mirror; or when we think our vision or other senses are reporting that any

number of things are otherwise than they really are, it is not the fault of the

senses. They are reporting what they can, since that is what they received the

power to do. Instead, the blame lies with the judgment of the soul, which does

not discriminate well what the senses can or ought to do. To show that this is

so would be more troublesome than fruitful for our present purposes, so I

don’t think we should take up this topic just now. Let it suffice to say that

whatever the senses seem to report, whether they do so by their very nature

or in virtue of some other cause, they are doing what they ought to. Hence

they are acting correctly and doing the truth, and this truth is included in the

truth of action.

S: I am happy with your reply, and I don’t want you to spend any more time

on this question about the senses.
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See the Glossary entry for essence* (sense 4).

19
As often in these dialogues,‘is’ includes the meanings ‘exists’,‘is a certain way’, and ‘is the

case’.
20

Literally, “is correctly.” I could use “exists correctly,” but the context makes clear that

Anselm is not using the verb esse (‘to be’) solely to denote existence. Something can be what

it ought to be, not merely by existing, but by being in the place it ought to be, having the

characteristics it ought to have, and so on.

Chapter 7

On the truth of the being18 of things

T: Now consider whether, apart from the supreme truth, we should under-

stand truth to exist in any thing besides those we examined above.

S: What could that be?

T: Do you think anything is,19 in any time or place, that is not in the supreme

truth and did not receive its being, insofar as it has being, from the supreme

truth, or that can be anything other than what it is in the supreme truth?

S: That is unthinkable.

T: So whatever is, truly is, insofar as it is what it is in the supreme truth.

S: You can conclude without reservation that everything that is, truly is, since

it is nothing other than what it is in the supreme truth.

T: So there is a truth in the being of all things that are, since they are what

they are in the supreme truth.

S: I recognize that there is truth in their being in such a way that there can

be no falsehood there, since whatever is falsely, is not.

T: Well said! But tell me whether anything ought to be different from what

it is in the supreme truth.

S: No.

T: Therefore, if all things are what they are in the supreme truth, they are un-

doubtedly what they ought to be.

S: Indeed they are.

T: Now whatever is what it ought to be, is correct.20

S: It could not be otherwise.

T: So everything that is, is correct.
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S: Nothing could be more logical.

T: So if both truth and rectitude are in the being of things because they are

what they are in the supreme truth, it is clear that the truth of things is their

rectitude.

S: Nothing could be plainer than the soundness of your argument.

Chapter 8

On the various meanings of ‘ought’ and ‘ought not’, ‘can’ and ‘cannot’

But how can we say, with respect to the truth of a thing, that whatever is ought

to be, since there are many evil deeds that certainly ought not to be?

T: How is it surprising that the same thing both ought to be and ought not

to be?

S: How can that be the case?

T: I know you do not doubt that nothing is at all, unless God either causes

or permits it.

S: There is nothing I am more certain of.

T: Will you dare to say that God causes or permits anything unwisely or badly?

S: On the contrary, I contend that God always acts wisely and well.

T: Do you think that something caused or permitted by such great goodness

and wisdom ought not to be?

S: What intelligent person would dare to think that?

T: Therefore, both what comes about because God causes it and what comes

about because God permits it ought equally to be.

S: What you are saying is obviously true.

T: Then tell me whether you think the effect of an evil will ought to be.

S: That’s the same as asking whether an evil deed ought to be, and no sensi-

ble person would concede that.

T: And yet God permits some people to perform the evil deeds that their evil

wills choose.

S: If only he did not permit it so often!

T: Then the same thing both ought to be and ought not to be. It ought to

be in that God, without whose permission it could not come about, acts
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Anselm actually speaks of a blow (percussio). But the argument that follows, if it is to be

rendered into English intelligibly, requires a noun with a cognate verb; that verb in turn

must have a participle that is distinct in form from the noun. (The latter requirement rules

out ‘striking’ and ‘beating’, which appear in other translations.) ‘Punishment’, with ‘punish’

and ‘punishing’ available, fits the bill, and is close enough in sense to percussio to allow me to

keep intact the example Anselm uses in the last paragraph of this speech.
22

‘Patient’ and ‘passion’ are technical terminology. A patient is someone who is on the re-

ceiving end of an action, as opposed to the agent, who performs the action. A passion is an

undergoing as opposed to an action, which is a doing. If A punishes B,A is the agent and B

the patient;A’s punishing B is an action, and B’s being punished by A is a passion.
23

Literally:“For [the nouns] ‘acting’ and ‘striking’ get their name from [the present partici-

ples] ‘acting’ and ‘striking’, as [the noun] ‘foresight’ gets its name from [the present participle]

‘foreseeing’ and [the noun] ‘restraint’ from [the present participle] ‘restraining’—and [the

participles] ‘acting’,‘striking’,‘foreseeing’, and ‘restraining’ are active; by contrast, [the nouns]

‘action’ (actio) and ‘blow’ (percussio) are derived from [the participles] actum and percussum,

which are passive.”

wisely and well in permitting it; but if we consider the one whose evil will in-

stigates the action, it ought not to be. In this way the Lord Jesus, who alone

was innocent, ought not to have suffered death, and no one ought to have in-

flicted death on him; and yet he ought to have suffered death, in that he him-

self wisely and generously and usefully willed to suffer it. There are, after all,

many ways in which one and the same thing takes on contrary attributes when

considered in different ways. This often happens in the case of an action: for

example, punishment.21 Punishment involves both an agent and a patient, so

it can be called both an action and a passion.22 Even though ‘action’ and ‘pun-

ishment’ and similar words that are derived from passive participles are used

with an active signification, they seem to belong more to the patient than to

the agent. In referring to that which acts, it would seem more appropriate to

speak of ‘acting’ or ‘punishing’, and to use ‘action’ and ‘punishment’ in speak-

ing of that which undergoes the action. For ‘acting’ and ‘punishing’ get their

name from the one who acts and punishes, as foresight gets its name from the

one who foresees and restraint from the one who restrains—and those who

act, punish, foresee, and restrain are active; by contrast, ‘action’ and ‘punish-

ment’ are derived from those who are acted upon and punished, and they are

passive.23 But since—to give you one example from which you will under-

stand the rest—just as there is not someone who punishes unless there is also

someone who is punished, nor someone punished without someone who

punishes, so punishing and punishment cannot exist without each other. In-

deed, they are one and the same thing under different names, depending on

the different roles being signified. That’s why punishment is said to belong to

both the one who punishes and the one who is punished.
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24
Literally,“I am one who is indebted to pay back what I owe”: the Latin plays on the fact

that debere means both ‘owe’ and ‘ought’, and that the noun debitor (debtor, one who is in-

debted) can mean ‘one who has an obligation’.

Hence, one and the same action will be evaluated in the same or in oppo-

site ways for the agent and the patient, according to whether the agent and

patient themselves are evaluated in the same or in opposite ways. Therefore,

when the one who punishes punishes correctly, and the one who is punished

is punished correctly—as when a sinner is corrected by one with the author-

ity to correct him—the action is correct on both sides, since on both sides

there ought to be punishment. By contrast, when a just man is punished by a

wicked man, since the just man ought not to be punished and the wicked man

ought not to punish, the action is not correct on either side, since there ought

not to be punishment on either side. But when a sinner is punished by some-

one who lacks the authority to punish him, it cannot be denied that the pun-

ishment is both correct and not correct, since it both ought to be and ought

not to be: for the sinner ought to be punished, but this man ought not to pun-

ish him. But if you look to the judgment of the supreme Wisdom and Good-

ness and ask whether the punishment ought not to be (whether on one side

only or on the part of both agent and patient), who would dare to deny that

what is permitted by such great Wisdom and Goodness ought to be?

S: Let him deny it who dares; I certainly do not dare.

T: And what if you are thinking in terms of the nature of things: would you

say that when iron nails were driven into the Lord’s body, his feeble flesh

ought not to have been pierced, or that, once pierced by the sharp iron, he

ought not to have suffered pain?

S: I would be speaking against nature.

T: So it can happen that according to nature an action or passion ought to

be, while with respect to the agent or patient it ought not to be, since the

agent ought not to do it and the patient ought not to undergo it.

S: I can’t deny any of that.

T: Do you see, then, that it can happen quite often that the same action both

ought to be and ought not to be, when considered in different ways?

S: You are showing this so clearly that I cannot fail to see it.

T: Now one thing I want you to know is that ‘ought’ and ‘ought not’ are

sometimes used improperly*: for example, if I say that I ought to be loved by

you. For if it’s true that I ought to be loved by you, then I am under an obli-

gation to do what I ought,24 and I am at fault if I am not loved by you.
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S: That follows.

T: But when I ought to be loved by you, the love is not to be demanded from

me but from you.

S: I must admit that’s true.

T: So when I say that I ought to be loved by you, it does not mean that there

is something I ought to do, but that you ought to love me. Similarly, when I

say that I ought not to be loved by you, this is understood to mean simply that

you ought not to love me.We talk about abilities and inabilities in the same

way: for example, if someone says that Hector was able to be defeated by

Achilles, and Achilles was not able to be defeated by Hector. After all, the 

ability was not in the one who was able to be defeated, but in the one who

was able to defeat him; nor was the inability in the one who could not be de-

feated, but in the one who could not defeat him.

S: I like what you’re saying. In fact, I think it is useful to understand this.

T: You’re right to think so.

Chapter 9

That every action signifies something true or false

But let’s return to the truth of signification, which I began with in order to

lead you from the better-known to the less well-known. For everyone talks

about the truth of signification, but few consider the truth that is in the being

of things.

S: Your leading me in that order has been a great help to me.

T: Then let us see how widespread the truth of signification is. For there is

true and false signification not only in what we usually call signs, but also in

all the other things we have discussed. After all, since no one should do any-

thing but what he ought to do, by the very fact that someone does something,

he says and signifies that he ought to do it. And if he ought to do what he

does, he says something true; but if he ought not, he lies.

S: I think I understand, but since I have never heard this before, explain more

clearly what you mean.

T: Suppose you were in a place where you knew there were both healthful

and deadly herbs, but you didn’t know how to tell them apart. And suppose

someone were there who you did not doubt knew how to tell them apart, and

when you asked him which were healthful and which deadly, he said that cer-

tain ones were healthful but then ate others.Which would you believe more:

his words or his action?
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More literally: “the supreme truth is not a rectitude because it owes something. For all

things owe [something] to it, but it owes nothing to anything.” Recall that ‘ought’ and ‘owe’

are the same word in Latin.

S: I would believe his action more than his words.

T: Then he would have told you which were healthful by his action more

than by his words.

S: That’s true.

T: Similarly, if you didn’t know that one ought not to lie, and someone lied

in your presence, then even if he told you that he ought not to lie, he would

tell you by his action that he ought to lie more than he would tell you by his

words that he ought not. Likewise, when someone thinks or wills something,

if you didn’t know whether he ought to think or will it, then if you could see

his will and thought, he would signify to you by that very action that he ought

to think and will it. Now if he in fact ought to think or will it, he would be

saying something true; but if not, he would be lying. And similarly, there is 

also true and false signification in the being of things, since by the very fact

that something is, it says that it ought to be.

S: Now I see clearly what I had never realized before.

T: Let’s go on to what remains.

S: You lead, and I’ll follow.

Chapter 10

On the supreme truth

You will surely not deny that the supreme truth is rectitude.

S: Indeed, I cannot acknowledge it to be anything else.

T: Note that, while all the rectitudes discussed earlier are rectitudes because

the things in which they exist either are or do what they ought, the supreme

truth is not a rectitude because it ought to be or do anything. For all things

are under obligations to it, but it is under no obligation to anything.25 Nor is

there any reason why it is what it is, except that it is.

S: I understand.

T: Do you also see that this rectitude is the cause of all other truths and rec-

titudes, and nothing is the cause of it?

S: I see that, and I notice that some of these other truths and rectitudes are

merely effects, while others are both causes and effects. For example, the truth
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Chapter 18 in the Monologion, as quoted at the beginning of the dialogue.

that is in the being of things is an effect of the supreme truth, and it is in turn

a cause of the truth of thoughts and statements; and the latter two truths are

not a cause of any other truth.

T: You have understood this well. Hence, you can now understand how I

used the truth of statements in my Monologion to prove that the supreme truth

has no beginning or end. For when I asked,“when was it not true that some-

thing was going to exist?”26 I didn’t mean that this statement, asserting that

something was going to exist in the future, was itself without a beginning, or

that this truth was God. Instead I meant that it is inconceivable that this state-

ment could ever have been uttered without its also possessing truth. There-

fore, since it is inconceivable that that truth could fail to exist if the statement

existed in which that truth could exist, we understand that the truth which 

is the first cause of this truth existed without a beginning. After all, the truth

of a statement could not always exist if its cause did not always exist. For a

statement that says something will exist in the future is not true unless in fact

something will exist in the future; and nothing will exist in the future unless

it exists in the supreme truth. The same reasoning applies to a statement that

says something existed in the past. Since it is inconceivable that this statement,

if uttered, could lack truth, it must be the case that the supreme cause of its

truth cannot be understood to have an end. For what makes it true to say that

something existed in the past is the fact that something really did exist in the

past; and the reason something existed in the past is that this is how things are

in the supreme truth. Therefore, if it was never possible for it not to be true

that something was going to exist, and it will never be possible for it not to

be true that something existed in the past, it is impossible for the supreme

truth ever to have had a beginning or ever to have an end.

S: I see no way to object to your reasoning.

Chapter 11

On the definition of truth

T: Let’s return to the investigation of truth that we have begun.

S: All of this is relevant to investigating truth, but return to what you wish.

T: Then tell me whether you think there is any other rectitude besides those

we have discussed.
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27
That is, straightness.

28
“the subject”: the physical object that has the property in question (in this case, straight-

ness).
29

Here again, ‘to be’ includes the meanings ‘to exist’, ‘to be a certain way’, and ‘to be the

case’.

S: I don’t think there is any, except that which is in corporeal things, which

is very different from those we have discussed—for example, the rectitude27

of a stick.

T: In what way do you think this differs from those?

S: In that this can be known through corporeal vision, whereas the others are

perceived by reason.

T: Can’t that rectitude of bodies* be understood and known through reason

apart from the subject?28 If, when a body is not present, you are in doubt

whether its surface is straight, and it can be shown that it is not curved in any

place, are you not grasping by reason that it must be straight?

S: Certainly. But this same rectitude that is understood by reason in this way

is also perceived by vision in the subject. The others, however, can be per-

ceived only by the mind.

T: Then if I’m not mistaken, we can define truth as rectitude perceptible only

by the mind.

S: I don’t see any way someone saying that could be mistaken. For this defi-

nition of truth contains neither more nor less than it should, since the term

‘rectitude’ distinguishes truth from everything that is not called rectitude, and

the phrase ‘perceptible only by the mind’ distinguishes it from visible rectitude.

Chapter 12

On the definition of justice

But since you have taught me that all truth is rectitude, and rectitude seems to

me to be the same thing as justice, teach me also what I should understand

justice to be. It seems, after all, that if it is right for something to be,29 it is also

just for it to be; and conversely, if it is just for something to be, it is also right

for it to be. For it seems to be both just and right for fire to be hot and for all

human beings to love those who love them. Indeed, if—as I believe—what-

ever ought to be is right and just, and nothing is right and just but what ought

to be, then justice cannot be anything other than rectitude. Certainly justice
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‘Spontaneously’ is used as a technical term in this translation; the word does not have the

connotations it has in ordinary usage. For a definition, see the Glossary.

and rectitude are the same in the supreme and simple* Nature, although he is

not just and right because he is under any obligation.

T: So if justice is nothing other than rectitude, you have your definition of

justice. And since we are speaking of the rectitude that is perceptible only by

the mind, truth and rectitude and justice are all inter-defined, so that some-

one who knows one and not the others can attain knowledge of those he

doesn’t know through the one he does know. Or rather, someone who knows

one cannot fail to know the others.

S: What then? Shall we say that a stone is just when it seeks to go from higher

to lower, since it is doing what it ought to, in the same way that we say human

beings are just when they do what they ought to?

T: We don’t generally call something ‘just’ on the basis of that sort of justice.

S: Then why is a human being any more just than a stone is, if both act justly?

T: Don’t you think what the human being does differs in some way from

what the stone does?

S: I know that the human being acts spontaneously,30 whereas the stone acts

naturally* and not spontaneously.

T: That is why the stone is not called just: something that does what it ought

to is not just unless it wills what it does.

S: Then shall we say that a horse is just when it wills to graze, since it will-

ingly does what it ought to?

T: I did not say that something is just if it willingly does what it ought to, but

that something is not just if it does not willingly do what it ought to.

S: Then tell me who is just.

T: I see that you are looking for a definition of the justice that deserves praise,

just as its opposite, injustice, deserves reproach.

S: That’s what I’m looking for.

T: Clearly that justice is not in any nature that is not aware of rectitude. For

whatever does not will rectitude, even if it in fact retains rectitude, does not

deserve praise for retaining it; and what does not know rectitude cannot will it.

BASIC WRITINGS136



S: That’s true.

T: So the rectitude that wins praise for the one who retains it exists only in

a rational nature, since only a rational nature perceives the rectitude of which

we are speaking.

S: That follows.

T: Therefore, since all justice is rectitude, the justice that makes praiseworthy

the one who preserves it does not exist anywhere at all except in rational na-

tures.

S: That must be right.

T: Where, then, do you think this justice exists in human beings, who are ra-

tional?

S: Either in the will, or in knowledge, or in action.

T: If someone understands correctly or acts correctly, but does not will cor-

rectly, will anyone praise him for his justice?

S: No.

T: Therefore, this justice is not rectitude of knowledge or rectitude of action,

but rectitude of will.

S: It is either that or nothing.

T: Do you think we have reached an adequate definition of the justice we’re

investigating?

S: You had better say.

T: Do you think everyone who wills what he ought to wills correctly and has

rectitude of will?

S: If someone unknowingly wills what he ought to—for example, if some-

one wills to lock the door against one who, unbeknownst to him, intends to

kill someone in the house—then whether or not he has some rectitude of will,

he doesn’t have the rectitude of will we’re asking about.

T: What do you say about someone who knows that he ought to will what

he wills?

S: It can turn out that someone who knowingly wills what he ought to is also

unwilling to be under that obligation. For example, if a robber is forced to give

back the money he stole, he clearly does not will to be under that obligation,

since he is forced to give it back because he ought to. But in no way does he

deserve praise for this rectitude.

[THREE PHILOSOPHICAL DIALOGUES:] On Truth 137



31
“for the sake of an empty reputation”: propter inanem gloriam. Someone who gives food

propter inanem gloriam does so in order to win praise for his generosity when in fact he is not

generous but self-seeking. Anselm says that such a person “wills to be under an obligation

to will what he in fact wills” because if he were under no such obligation, he could not win

praise for doing as he ought to do. Since he clearly wills the praise, he must also will the

obligation.

T: Someone who gives food to a starving pauper for the sake of an empty

reputation31 wills that he be under the obligation to will what he in fact wills.

For he is praised because he wills to do what he ought to.What do you think

about him?

S: His rectitude does not deserve praise, and so it is not sufficient for the jus-

tice we’re asking about. But show me now what is sufficient.

T: Every will not only wills something but wills for the sake of something.

Now just as we must examine what it wills, so also we must understand why

it wills. In fact, a will should not be correct because it wills what it ought to

will more so than because it wills it for the reason it ought to will. Hence,

every will has a what and a why. For we do not will anything at all unless there

is a reason why we will it.

S: We all recognize this in ourselves.

T: But what do you think is the why on account of which everyone must will

whatever he wills, if he is to have a praiseworthy will? What everyone must

will is clear, after all, since someone who does not will what he ought to is not

just.

S: It seems no less obvious to me that just as everyone must will what he

ought, so also everyone must will it because he ought, in order for his will to

be just.

T: You correctly grasp that these two things are necessary for the will to 

have justice: to will what it ought to, and because it ought to. But are they

sufficient?

S: Why wouldn’t they be?

T: Suppose someone wills what he ought because he is compelled, and he is

compelled because he ought to will it. Doesn’t he in a certain sense will what

he ought to, because he ought to?

S: I cannot deny it. But he wills it in one way, and the just man in quite

another.
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T: Distinguish these two ways.

S: When the just man wills what he ought, he does not—insofar as he de-

serves to be called just—preserve rectitude for the sake of anything other than

rectitude itself. But someone who wills what he ought only because he is

compelled, or because he is bribed by some extraneous reward, preserves rec-

titude not for its own sake, but for the sake of something else—if he should

be said to preserve rectitude at all.

T: Then a will is just when it preserves its rectitude for the sake of that rec-

titude itself.

S: Either such a will is just, or no will is.

T: Then justice is rectitude of will preserved for its own sake.

S: That is indeed the definition of justice for which I was looking.

T: Now consider whether perhaps something in it needs correcting.

S: I see nothing in it that needs to be corrected.

T: Neither do I, since there is no justice that is not rectitude, and no rectitude

other than rectitude of will is called justice in its own right. For rectitude of

action is called justice, but only when the action proceeds from a correct will.

Rectitude of will, on the other hand, is always entitled to be called justice,

even if it is impossible for what we correctly will to come about.

Now the use of the word ‘preserved’ might prompt someone to say that if

rectitude of will is to be called justice only when it is preserved, then it is not

justice as soon as we have it, and we do not receive justice when we receive

rectitude of will; rather, we cause it to be justice by preserving it. After all, we

receive and have rectitude of will before we preserve it. For we do not receive

or initially have it because we preserve it; instead, we begin to preserve it be-

cause we have received it and have it.

But in response we can say that we simultaneously receive both the willing

and the having of rectitude. For we have it only in virtue of willing it, and if

we will it we thereby have it. Now just as we simultaneously have it and will

it, so also we simultaneously will it and preserve it. For just as we do not pre-

serve it except when we will it, so also there is no time at which we will it

but do not preserve it; on the contrary, as long as we will it, we preserve it, and

as long as we preserve it, we will it. Therefore, since we both will it and have

it at the same time, we both will it and preserve it at the same time. Necessar-

ily, we simultaneously receive both the having and the preserving of rectitude.

And just as we have it as long as we preserve it, so also we preserve it as long

as we have it. Nor does any absurdity follow from these statements. Indeed,

just as the receiving of this rectitude is prior* in nature to having or willing it
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English, however, is better equipped with participles; the present passive participle is

“being preserved.”Anselm’s point is best explained as follows: because of the lack of a pres-

ent passive participle in Latin, the phrase “rectitude of will preserved for its own sake” is am-

biguous. It can mean either “rectitude of will that is being preserved for its own sake” or

“rectitude of will that has been (or was) preserved for its own sake.” In his definition of jus-

tice,Anselm means us to understand the phrase in the first way.
33

By ‘neuter’ verbs Anselm seems to mean intransitive verbs that are active in form.‘Study’

(studere) is an example of a neuter verb and ‘read’ (legere) of an active verb.

(since neither having nor willing it is the cause of receiving it, but receiving it

is the cause of willing and having it) and yet receiving it is temporally simul-

taneous with having and willing it (since we simultaneously begin to receive

it, to have it, and to will it, and no sooner do we receive it than we have it and

will it), so also having or willing it, although prior in nature to preserving it,

is nonetheless temporally simultaneous with preserving it. Hence, the one

from whom we simultaneously receive the having, the willing, and the pre-

serving of rectitude of will is also the one from whom we receive justice; and

as soon as we have and will that rectitude of will, it is rightly called “justice.”

Now the last phrase we added,“for its own sake,” is so essential that rectitude

is in no way justice unless it is preserved for its own sake.

S: I can’t think of any objection.

T: Do you think this definition can be applied to the supreme Justice—in-

sofar as we can talk about a thing about which nothing, or hardly anything,

can be said properly*?

S: Although in him will and rectitude are not distinct, still, just as we speak of

the power of divinity or the divine power or powerful divinity even though

in the divinity power is nothing other than divinity, so also it is appropriate

for us to speak of God’s rectitude of will or voluntary rectitude or upright will.

And we cannot so fittingly say of any other rectitude as we can of his that it

is preserved for its own sake. For just as nothing else preserves that rectitude

but itself, and it preserves itself through nothing else but itself, so also it pre-

serves itself for the sake of nothing but itself.

T: Then we can unhesitatingly say that justice is rectitude of will that is pre-

served for its own sake. And since we have no present passive participle of the

verb ‘preserve,’ we can use the perfect passive participle of the same verb in

place of the present.32

T: It is extremely common for us to use perfect passive participles in place of

the present passive participles that Latin doesn’t have. Similarly, Latin has no

perfect participles for active and neuter33 verbs, so in place of the perfect
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34
The differences between English and Latin grammar again make Anselm’s point obscure.

In his sample sentence, ‘studying’ and ‘reading’ are both present participles, while ‘forced’ is

a past (“perfect”) participle. His point is that, since the studying and the reading were in the

past, whereas the being-forced is in the present, it would be more accurate to use the per-

fect participles of ‘study’ and ‘read’ and the present participle of ‘force’ rather than vice

versa—the only problem being that Latin does not have those participles. Once again, Eng-

lish is better supplied: the relevant participles are ‘having studied’, ‘having read’, and ‘being

forced’.
35

Psalm 32:11 (31:11).
36

Psalm 107:42 (106:42).

participles that it doesn’t have, it uses present participles. For example, I might

say of someone,“that which he learned studying and reading, he doesn’t teach

unless forced.” That is, “what he learned when he studied and read, he does

not teach unless he is forced.”34

T: Then we were right to say that justice is rectitude of will preserved for its

own sake—that is, rectitude of will that is being preserved for its own sake.

This is why the just are sometimes called “upright in heart,” that is, upright in

will, and sometimes simply “upright” without the addition of “in heart,” since

no one else is understood to be upright but those who have an upright will:

for example, “Rejoice, all you upright in heart”35 and “The upright will see

and be glad.”36

S: You have made the definition of justice clear enough even for children.

Let’s pass on to other things.

Chapter 13

That there is one truth in all true things

T: Let’s return to rectitude or, in other words, truth—since we are speaking

of rectitude perceptible only by the mind, these two words, ‘rectitude’ and

‘truth’, signify one thing, which is the genus* of justice—and ask whether

there is only one truth in all the things in which we say there is truth, or

whether there are several* truths, just as there are several things in which (as

we have established) there is truth.

S: I very much want to know that.

T: It has been established that in whatever thing there is truth, that truth is

nothing other than rectitude.

S: I don’t doubt it.
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T: So if there are several truths corresponding to the several things in which

there is truth, there are also several rectitudes.

S: That is no less certain.

T: If there must be diverse rectitudes corresponding to the diversities of

things, then these rectitudes have their being in virtue of the things them-

selves; and as the things in which they exist change, the rectitudes must also

change.

S: Show me one example involving something in which we say there is rec-

titude, so that I can understand it in others as well.

T: I am saying that if the rectitude of signification differs from rectitude of

will because the one is in the will and the other in signification, then recti-

tude of signification has its being because of signification and varies according

to signification.

S: So it does. For when a statement signifies that what-is is, or that what-is-

not is not, the signification is correct; and it has been established that this is

the rectitude without which there is no correct signification. If, however, the

statement signifies that what-is-not is, or that what-is is not, or if it signifies

nothing at all, there will be no rectitude of signification, which exists only in

signification. Hence, the rectitude of signification has its being through signi-

fication and changes along with it, just as color has its being and non-being

through body.* For when a body exists, its color must exist; and if the body

ceases to exist, its color cannot remain.

T: Color is not related to body in the same way that rectitude is related to

signification.

S: Explain the difference.

T: If no one wills to signify by any sign what ought to be signified, will there

be any signification by means of signs?

S: No.

T: And will it therefore not be right for what-ought-to-be-signified to be

signified?

S: It will not be any less right, nor will rectitude demand it any less.

T: Therefore, even when signification doesn’t exist, the rectitude in virtue of

which it is right for what-ought-to-be-signified to be signified, and by which

this is demanded, does not cease to exist.

S: If that rectitude ceased to exist, this would not be right, and rectitude

would not demand it.
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T: Do you think that when what-ought-to-be-signified is signified, the sig-

nification is correct on account of and in accordance with this very rectitude?

S: Indeed, I cannot think otherwise. For if the signification is correct through

some other rectitude, there is nothing to keep it from being correct even if

this rectitude ceases to exist. But in fact there is no correct signification that

signifies what it is not right to signify, or what rectitude does not demand.

T: Then no signification is correct through any rectitude other than that

which remains even when signification ceases.

S: That’s clear.

T: So when rectitude is present in signification, it’s not because rectitude be-

gins to exist in signification when someone signifies that what-is is, or that

what-is-not is not; instead, it’s because at that time signification comes about

in accordance with a rectitude that always exists. And when rectitude is ab-

sent from signification, it’s not because rectitude ceases to exist when signifi-

cation is not what it should be or there is no signification at all; instead, it’s

because at that time signification falls away from a rectitude that never fails.

Don’t you see that?

S: I see it so clearly that I cannot fail to see it.

T: Therefore, the rectitude by which signification is called correct does not

have its being or any change because of signification, no matter how signifi-

cation itself might change.

S: Nothing is clearer to me now.

T: Can you prove that color is related to body in the same way that rectitude

is related to signification?

S: I am more apt now to prove that they are very dissimilar.

T: I think you now realize what the proper view is about the will and its rec-

titude, and about the other things that ought to have rectitude.

S: I fully understand that this very argument proves that however those other

things may be, rectitude itself remains unchangeable.

T: Then what do you think follows concerning those rectitudes? Do they dif-

fer from one another, or is there one and the same rectitude for all things?

S: I admitted earlier that if there are several* rectitudes because there are sev-

eral things in which they are observed, they must exist and change in accor-

dance with those things; and it has been demonstrated that this does not

happen at all. So it is not the case that there are several rectitudes because there

are several things in which they exist.
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Again, ‘are’ includes the meanings ‘exist’, ‘are a certain way’, and ‘are the case’.

T: Do you have any other reason for thinking that there are several rectitudes,

other than the fact that there are several things in which they exist?

S: Not only do I realize that that’s no reason, I also see that no other reason

can be found.

T: Then there is one and the same rectitude for all things.

S: So I must acknowledge.

T: Furthermore, if there is rectitude in the things that ought to have it only

because they are as they ought to be, and if this is precisely what it is for them

to be correct, then it is evident that there is only this one rectitude for all of

them.

S: Undeniably.

T: Therefore, there is one truth in all of them.

S: That, too, is undeniable. But explain this: why do we speak of the truth of

this or that particular thing as if we were distinguishing different truths, when

in fact there aren’t different truths for different things? Many people will

hardly grant that there is no difference between the truth of the will and what

is called the truth of action, or of one of the others.

T: Truth is said improperly* to be of this or that thing, since truth does not

have its being in or from or through the things in which it is said to be. But

when things themselves are37 in accordance with truth, which is always pres-

ent to those things that are as they ought to be, we speak of the truth of this

or that thing—for example, the truth of the will or of action—in the same

way in which we speak of the time of this or that thing despite the fact that

there is one and the same time for all things that are temporally simultaneous,

and that if this or that thing did not exist, there would still be time. For we do

not speak of the time of this or that thing because time is in the things, but

because they are in time. And just as time regarded in itself is not called the

time of some particular thing, but we speak of the time of this or that thing

when we consider the things that are in time, so also the supreme truth as it

subsists in itself is not the truth of some particular thing, but when something

is in accordance with it, then it is called the truth or rectitude of that thing.
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On Freedom of Choice

Chapters

1: That the power to sin does not belong to freedom of choice

2: That nonetheless, angels and human beings sinned through this power

and through free choice; and although they were able to be slaves to

sin, sin was not able to master them

3: In what way they had free choice after they had made themselves slaves

to sin, and what free choice is

4: In what way those who do not have rectitude have the power to preserve

rectitude

5: That no temptation compels anyone to sin against his will

6: In what way our will is powerful against temptations, even though it

seems weak

7: How the will is more powerful than temptation, even when it is over-

come by temptation

8: That not even God can take away rectitude of will

9: That nothing is freer than an upright will

10: How someone who sins is a slave to sin; and that it is a greater miracle

when God restores rectitude to someone who abandons it than when

he restores life to a dead person

11: That this slavery does not take away freedom of choice

12: Why, when human beings do not have rectitude, we say that they are free,

since rectitude cannot be taken away from them when they have it,

rather than saying that those who have rectitude are slaves, since they

cannot recover it by their own power when they do not have it

13: That “the power to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude it-

self ” is a perfect definition of freedom of choice

14: How this freedom is divided
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Chapter 1

That the power to sin does not belong to freedom of choice

STUDENT: Since free choice seems to be incompatible with the grace, predes-

tination, and foreknowledge of God, I want to know what this freedom of

choice is, and whether we always have it. For if freedom of choice is  “the abil-

ity to sin and not to sin,” as some are accustomed to say, and we always have

that ability, then how is it that we ever need grace? On the other hand, if we

do not always have it, why is sin imputed* to us when we sin without free

choice?

TEACHER: I don’t think freedom of choice is the power to sin and not to sin.

After all, if this were its definition, then neither God nor the angels, who can-

not sin, would have free choice—which it is impious to say.

S: Why not say that the free choice of God and the good angels is one thing,

and our free choice is quite another?

T: Even though human free choice differs from that of God and the good an-

gels, the definition of the word ‘freedom’ should still be the same for both. For

example, even though one animal differs from another, whether substantially*
or accidentally,* the definition of the word ‘animal’ is the same for all animals.

Therefore, we ought to offer a definition of freedom of choice that contains

neither more nor less than freedom; and since the free choice of God and the

good angels cannot sin, “the ability to sin” does not belong in the definition

of freedom of choice.

And finally, the power to sin is neither freedom nor a part of freedom—to

understand this clearly, pay close attention to what I am about to say.

S: That’s why I’m here.

T: Which will do you think is freer: one whose willing and ability not to sin

are such that it cannot be turned away from the rectitude of not sinning, or

one that in some way can be turned to sin?

S: I don’t see why a will isn’t freer when it is capable of both.

T: Do you not see that someone who has what is fitting and expedient in

such a way that he cannot lose it is freer than someone who has it in such a

way that he can lose it and be seduced into what is unfitting and inexpedient?

S: I don’t think anyone would doubt that.

T: And you will say that it is no less indubitable that sinning is always unfit-

ting and harmful.

S: No one in his right mind thinks otherwise.

147



38
John 8:34.

T: Then a will that cannot fall away from the rectitude of not sinning is freer

than a will that can abandon that rectitude.

S: I don’t think anything could be more reasonably asserted.

T: Now if something diminishes freedom if it is added and increases freedom

if taken away, do you think that it is either freedom or a part of freedom?

S: I cannot think so.

T: Then the power to sin, which if added to the will diminishes its freedom

and if taken away increases it, is neither freedom nor a part of freedom.

S: Nothing could be more logical.

Chapter 2

That nonetheless, angels and human beings sinned through this power and 

through free choice; and although they were able to be slaves to sin,

sin was not able to master them

T: So what is extraneous to freedom in this way does not belong to freedom

of choice.

S: I cannot rebut your arguments at all, but it strikes me quite forcefully that

in the beginning both the angelic nature and our own had the power to sin—

if they had not had it, they would not have sinned. But if both human beings

and angels sinned through this power, which is extraneous in this way to free

choice, how can we say they sinned through free choice? And if they did not

sin through free choice, it seems they sinned out of necessity. After all, they

sinned either spontaneously* or out of necessity. And if they sinned sponta-

neously, how was it not through free choice? So if it was not through free

choice, they apparently sinned out of necessity.

And there is something else that worries me about this power to sin. Some-

one who has the power to sin can be a slave to sin, since “one who commits

sin is a slave to sin.”38 But someone who can be a slave to sin can be mastered

by sin. In what way, then, was that nature created free, and what sort of free

choice did it have, given that it could be mastered by sin?

T: It was through the power of sinning, and spontaneously, and through free

choice, and not out of necessity that our nature,* and that of the angels, first

sinned and were able to be slaves to sin; and yet sin was not able to master them

in such a way that either they or their choice could be said not to be free.
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The “someone else” is of course the rich man himself.

S: I need you to explain that, because it’s obscure to me.

T: The fallen angel and the first human being sinned through free choice,

since they sinned through their own choice, which was so free that it could

not be compelled to sin by any other thing. And so they are justly reproached,

since, having this freedom of choice, they sinned: not because any other thing

compelled them, and not out of any necessity, but spontaneously. They sinned

through their choice, which was free; but they did not sin through that in

virtue of which it was free, that is, through the power by which it was able not

to sin and not to be a slave to sin. Instead, they sinned through that power they

had for sinning; by that power they were neither helped into the freedom not

to sin nor coerced into slavery to sin.

Now as for what you thought was the implication of their being able to be

slaves to sin—namely, that sin was able to master them, and so neither they

nor their choice was free—that doesn’t follow. For if someone has the power

not to be a slave, and no one else has the power to make him a slave, although

he can be a slave through his own power, then as long as he exercises his power

not to be a slave rather than his power to be a slave, nothing can master him

and make him a slave. Suppose a free rich man can make himself the slave of

a poor man. As long as he does not do so, he is still entitled to be called ‘free’,

and we don’t say that the poor man is able to master him—or if we do say

this, we say it improperly,* since it is not in the poor man’s power to make

him a slave, but in someone else’s power.39 Therefore, nothing prevents it from

being the case that angels and human beings before their sin were free or had

free choice.

Chapter 3

In what way they had free choice after they had made themselves 

slaves to sin, and what free choice is

S: You have convinced me that of course nothing prevents this before their

sin, but how could they retain free choice after they had made themselves

slaves to sin?

T: Even though they had subjected themselves to sin, they could not destroy

the natural freedom of choice within themselves.What they could do, how-

ever, was to make themselves unable to exercise that freedom without some

additional grace that they had not had before.

S: I believe this, but I want to understand it.
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Cf. 1 Corinthians 4:7:“What do you have that you did not receive?” See also On the Fall

of the Devil 1.

T: Let’s first examine what sort of freedom of choice they had before their

sin, since it is quite certain that they did in fact have free choice.

S: I’m eager to do so.

T: For what purpose do you think they had this freedom of choice: in order

to attain what they willed, or in order to will what they ought to and what

was expedient for them to will?

S: In order to will what they ought to and what was expedient to will.

T: So they had freedom of choice for the sake of rectitude of will—since as

long as they willed what they ought to, they had rectitude of will.

S: Yes.

T: When we say that they had freedom for the sake of rectitude of will, some

ambiguity remains unless we add something. So I ask you this: In what way

did they have that freedom for the sake of rectitude of will? Was it in order to

attain rectitude without a giver when they did not yet have it; or to receive a

rectitude they did not yet have, if it were given to them later so that they

might have it; or to abandon the rectitude they had received and then, by their

own power, to reclaim what they had abandoned; or to preserve always the

rectitude they had received?

S: I do not think they had freedom in order to attain rectitude without a

giver, since they were not able to have anything that they did not receive.40

And we must not say that they had freedom in order to receive from a giver

a rectitude they did not yet have, so that they would then have it, since we must

not believe that they were created without an upright will. Still, we should not

deny that they had the freedom to receive that same rectitude if they aban-

doned it and then were given it back by the one who first gave it to them.We

often see this in human beings who by heavenly grace are brought back to

righteousness from unrighteousness.

T: You’re right that they were able to receive that lost rectitude if they were

given it back; but we are asking about the freedom they had before they

sinned—since undoubtedly they had free choice—not about a freedom that

none of them would need if they never abandoned the truth.

S: Then I’ll go on and reply to the other possibilities you asked about. It’s not

true that they had freedom in order to abandon rectitude, since to abandon
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In Chapter 1.
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In On Truth 12.

rectitude of will is to sin, and you showed earlier41 that the power to sin is

neither freedom nor a part of freedom. And they didn’t receive freedom in

order to reclaim, by their own power, the rectitude they had abandoned, since

this rectitude was given to them in order that they might never abandon it—

for indeed, this very power to reclaim the rectitude they had abandoned

would engender carelessness about preserving the rectitude they had.The only

remaining possibility, then, is that freedom of choice was given to the rational

nature in order that it might preserve the rectitude of will it had received.

T: You have replied ably to the questions I asked. But we still need to inves-

tigate the purpose for which the rational nature ought to have preserved rec-

titude.Was it for the sake of rectitude itself, or for the sake of something else?

S: If freedom had not been given to that nature so that it might preserve rec-

titude of will for the sake of rectitude itself, freedom would not have been the

capacity for justice, since it has been established42 that justice is rectitude of

will preserved for its own sake. But we believe that freedom of choice con-

tributes to justice. Therefore, we must unhesitatingly assert that the rational

nature received freedom for no other purpose than preserving rectitude of will

for the sake of rectitude itself.

T: Therefore, since every freedom is a power, freedom of choice is the power

to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself.

S: It can’t be anything else.

T: So it is now clear that a free choice is nothing other than a choice that is

able to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself.

S: It is indeed clear. Now as long as the rational nature had rectitude, it could

preserve what it had. After it has abandoned rectitude, however, how can it

preserve what it does not have? Therefore, if there is no rectitude that can be

preserved, there is no free choice that can preserve it. For one cannot preserve

what one does not have.

T: Even if it lacks rectitude of will, the rational nature nonetheless has what

is properly its own. For I believe we have no power that by itself suffices for

action. And yet even in the absence of those things without which we can’t

exercise our powers at all, we are nonetheless said to have those powers within

ourselves. In the same way, no instrument is sufficient by itself for any action
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“Action or task” renders a form of the Latin operari (and later, opus). These are broad

terms that can refer to everything from painting a picture to entertaining an idea. Basically,

to exercise any power one has is to operari; and the exercise of that power, or the product of

that exercise of power, is an opus. Anselm makes no clear distinction here between a power

and an instrument, and he will soon speak of the power of vision as the “instrument or

power for seeing.” Elsewhere he speaks of the power of will as the “instrument for willing”:

see Chapter 7 and De concordia 3.11.

or task;43 and yet even in the absence of those things without which we can-

not make use of the instrument, we are nonetheless correct to affirm that we

have the instrument for some particular action or task. And so that you can

understand this in many cases, I will show it to you in one: no one who has

vision is said to be entirely unable to see a mountain.

S: Someone who is unable to see a mountain certainly does not have vision.

T: Then someone who has vision has the power and the instrument for see-

ing a mountain. And yet if there is no mountain there and you say to him,

“see the mountain,” he will answer you,“I can’t, because there’s no mountain

there. If there were a mountain, I could see it.” Similarly, if there were a moun-

tain but no light, and someone instructed him to look at the mountain, he

would reply that he couldn’t, because there’s no light; but if there were light,

then he could. Again, if both a mountain and light were present to the per-

son who has vision, but something were interfering with his vision (say, if

someone were keeping his eyes shut), he would say that he could not see the

mountain; but if nothing were interfering with his vision, then undoubtedly

he would have the power to see the mountain.

S: Everyone knows all that.

T: So do you see that the power of seeing some body* is one power in the

one who sees, another power in the object to be seen, and another in the

medium (that is, neither in the one seeing nor in the thing to be seen); and in

the medium there is one power in something that gives aid to vision and an-

other in something that does not impede vision (that is, when nothing that

could impede vision actually does so)?

S: I see it clearly.

T: There are, then, these four powers. If any one of them is lacking, the other

three cannot accomplish anything, either individually or all together. And yet

when the other three are missing, we do not deny that a person who has vi-

sion has vision, or the instrument or power for seeing, or that the visible thing

can be seen, or that light can aid vision.
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nolens: the word most naturally describes someone who performs an action grudgingly

or prefers to act otherwise, but Anselm takes it here in the more precise sense of “not will-

ing the action in question.”

Chapter 4

In what way those who do not have rectitude have the power to preserve rectitude

The fourth of these, however, is improperly* called a power. For the only rea-

son we say that something that typically impedes vision gives the power of

seeing when it does not impede vision is that it does not take away vision. But

the power to see light consists in only three things, since in that case what is

seen and what aids vision are the same. Doesn’t everyone know this?

S: Certainly.

T: So when there’s nothing there for us to see, we’re in total darkness, and our

eyes are closed or blindfolded, we still have the power to see any visible

thing—so far as it pertains to us.What, therefore, is to prevent us from hav-

ing the power to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself, even

in the absence of rectitude, as long as we have reason, by which we can know

rectitude, and will, by which we can retain it? For freedom of choice consists

of reason and will.

S: You have convinced me that this power of preserving rectitude of will is

always present in rational nature, and that this power was free in the choice of

the first human being and the angels, from whom rectitude of will could not

be taken away against their will.

Chapter 5

That no temptation compels anyone to sin against his will

But how is the choice of the human will now free in virtue of this power, given

that quite often a person whose will is right abandons that rectitude against

his will because he is compelled by temptation?

T: No one abandons rectitude except by willing to do so. Therefore, if

‘against one’s will’ means ‘unwillingly’,44 no one abandons rectitude against his

will. For someone can be tied up against his will, since he is unwilling to be

tied up; he can be tortured against his will, since he is unwilling to be tortured;

he can be killed against his will, since he is unwilling to be killed; but he can-

not will against his will, since he cannot will if he is unwilling to will. For

everyone who wills, wills his own willing.

S: Then how is it that someone is said to lie against his will when he lies in

order to avoid being killed, since he does not lie without willing to lie? For
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just as it is against his will that he lies, so also it is against his will that he wills to

lie. And if it is against his will that he wills to lie, he is unwilling to will to lie.

T: Perhaps he is said to lie against his will because, when he so wills the truth

that he lies only for the sake of his life, he both wills the lie for the sake of his

life and does not will the lie for its own sake, since he wills the truth. And so

he lies both willingly and unwillingly. For a will by which we will a thing for

its own sake, as when we will health for its own sake, is different from a will

by which we will a thing for the sake of something else, as when we will to

drink wormwood for the sake of health. Hence, on the basis of these two wills,

it could perhaps be said that his lying is both against his will and not against

his will. So when he is said to lie against his will because insofar as he wills

the truth he does not will to lie, this is not inconsistent with my saying that

no one abandons rectitude of will against his will; for in lying, he wills to

abandon rectitude of will for the sake of his life. And in virtue of that will 

he does not abandon rectitude against his will; rather, he abandons it will-

ingly—and that is the will of which we are speaking now. We are, after all,

speaking of the will by which he wills to lie for the sake of his life, not of that

by which he does not will the lie for its own sake.

Or in any event he certainly lies against his will because it is against his will

that he must either lie or be killed—that is, it is against his will that he is in

this difficulty, so that of necessity one of these two possibilities must come

about. For although it is necessary that he either lie or be killed, it is not nec-

essary that he be killed, since he can avoid being killed if he lies; and it is not

necessary that he lie, since he can avoid lying if he is killed. Neither of these

is determinately a matter of necessity, since both are in his power. And so 

although it is against his will that he must either lie or be killed, it does not

follow either that he lies against his will or that he is killed against his will.

There is another argument as well that is often used to explain why some-

one is said to do against his will, unwillingly, and from necessity what he

nonetheless does willingly. If it would be difficult to do something, and so we

don’t do it, we say that we can’t do it, and that we abandon it from necessity

or against our will. And if it would be difficult to refrain from doing some-

thing, and so we do it, we claim to do it against our will, unwillingly, and from

necessity. So in this sense someone who lies to avoid death is said to lie against

his will, unwillingly, and from necessity, since he cannot avoid the lie without

risking death.Therefore, just as someone who lies for the sake of his life is im-

properly* said to lie against his will, since he is willing to lie, so also it is not

properly said that his willing to lie is against his will, since he does not will to

lie otherwise than willingly. For just as when he lies, he wills that lying, so also

when he wills to lie, he wills that willing.

S: I can’t deny what you’re saying.
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external power: aliena potestas (and later, aliena vis). Literally,“power belonging to some-

thing else.”

T: Then in what way is that will not free, given that no external power45 can

bring it into subjection without its consent?

S: Can’t we, by a similar argument, say that the will of a horse is free, since it

willingly serves the bodily appetite?

T: The two cases are not similar. In the horse, the will does not subject itself;

instead, being subjected naturally,* it always of necessity* serves the bodily ap-

petite. In a human being, by contrast, as long as the will itself is right, it does

not serve what it ought not to serve, and is not subjected to what it ought not

to be subjected to, and it is not turned aside from rectitude by any external

power, unless it willingly consents to what it ought not. And it has this con-

sent, as is clearly seen, not naturally or of necessity, like the horse, but through

itself.

S: You have met my objection about the will of the horse. Go back to where

we were.

T: Will you deny that something is free from another thing if it cannot be

compelled or prevented by that other thing unless it is willing to be?

S: I don’t see how I could deny it.

T: Then also explain in what way an upright will is victorious and in what

way it is vanquished.

S: To persevere in willing rectitude itself is for it to overcome; to will what it

ought not is for it to be overcome.

T: I believe that unless the will itself is willing, temptation cannot keep an up-

right will from rectitude or compel it to do what it ought not, so that it wills

against rectitude and wills what it ought not.

S: Nor can I see any reason to think that’s false.

T: Then who can say that a will is not free for preserving rectitude, and free

from temptation and sin, if no temptation can turn it aside from rectitude to

sin (that is, to willing what it ought not) unless it is willing? Therefore, when

it is overcome, it is not overcome by something else’s power, but by its own.

S: What has been said shows that.

T: Don’t you see that it follows from this that no temptation can overcome

an upright will? For if it can, it has a power of overcoming and overcomes by
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its own power. But that can’t be, since the will is overcome solely by its own

power. Therefore, temptation cannot in any way overcome an upright will;

and when we say that temptation can do this, we are speaking improperly.*
For this expression simply means that the will can submit itself to tempta-

tion—just as when we say that a weak man can be overcome by a strong man,

we are not speaking of his own power but of someone else’s, since this simply

means that the strong man has the power to overcome the weak.

Chapter 6

In what way our will is powerful against temptations, even though it seems weak

S: Even though I cannot find anything wrong with the arguments by which

you make every assault subject to our will and do not permit any temptation to

master it, I cannot pretend that there is no weakness in the will, which almost

all of us experience when we are overcome by the vehemence of temptation.

So unless you show how the power for which you’ve argued is consistent with

the weakness that we feel, my mind can’t be at ease with this question.

T: This weakness in the will of which you speak: in what do you think it

consists?

S: In the fact that one cannot persevere in clinging to rectitude.

T: If it is because of its weakness that the will does not cling to rectitude, it

is turned away from rectitude by some external power.

S: I grant that.

T: And what power is that?

S: The power of temptation.

T: That power does not turn the will away from rectitude unless the will it-

self wills what temptation has suggested.

S: That’s true. But that temptation itself by its power compels the will to will

what it has suggested.

T: How does it compel the will to will: in such a way that the will could in

fact not will, but only with great difficulty; or in such a way that it is com-

pletely unable not to will?

S: Although I must admit that we are sometimes so beleaguered by tempta-

tions that it would be difficult for us not to will what they suggest, I can’t say

that they ever overwhelm us to such an extent that we are completely unable

not to will what they tell us to will.
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powerlessness: impotentia, the same word that is generally translated ‘weakness’ in this

chapter.
47

more powerful: fortior. Anselm relies heavily in this chapter on the adjective fortis (strong,

powerful) and various cognates, and ideally an English translation would stick with one

word and its cognates. Unfortunately, considerations of English idiom make this impossible.

So the reader should bear in mind that fortis is translated variously as ‘strong’,‘powerful’, and

‘forceful’; fortius as ‘more powerfully’ and ‘more forcefully’; and fortitudo as ‘strength’ and

‘force’.

T: I don’t know how one could say that. For if a human being wills to lie in

order to avoid death and preserve his life for a time, who will say that it is

impossible for him to will not to lie in order to avoid eternal death and live

for ever? Hence, you should no longer doubt that this powerlessness46 to pre-

serve rectitude, which you say we experience in our wills when we consent

to temptations, is not a matter of impossibility but of difficulty. For we com-

monly say that we can’t do something, not because it is impossible for us to

do it, but because we can do it only with difficulty. But this difficulty does not

destroy the will’s freedom; it can assail but it cannot defeat an unwilling will.

In this way, then, I think you can see how the power of the will, which is vin-

dicated by truthful reasoning, is consistent with the weakness that our human-

ity experiences. For just as difficulty in no way destroys the will’s freedom, so

also that weakness—which we say is in the will precisely because it cannot re-

tain its rectitude without difficulty—does not take away the will’s power to

persevere in rectitude.

Chapter 7

How the will is more powerful 47 than temptation, even when 

it is overcome by temptation

S: I can’t at all deny what you have proved, but I also can’t by any means af-

firm that the will is more powerful than temptation when it is overcome by

temptation. After all, if the will to preserve rectitude were more powerful than

the onslaught of temptation, the will, in willing what it retains, would resist

temptation more powerfully than temptation would assail the will. For the

only way I know my will is more or less powerful is that I will more or less

powerfully. So when I will what I ought less powerfully than temptation urges

me to do what I ought not, I don’t see how temptation is not more powerful

than my will.

T: I see that you’ve been misled by an equivocation on the word ‘will’.

S: I would like to understand that equivocation.
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activity: opus. See note 43.

49
Cf. De concordia 3.11, in which Anselm distinguishes three different senses of ‘will’.

T: ‘Will’ is said equivocally in much the same way as ‘sight’.We use the word

‘sight’ to refer to the instrument for seeing, that is, the ray proceeding through

the eyes by which we see light and things that are in light; we also use it to

refer to the activity48 of that instrument when we make use of it, that is, vi-

sion. Similarly, we use the word ‘will’ to refer to the instrument for willing,

which is in the soul, and which we direct to willing this or that, just as we di-

rect sight to seeing various things; and we also use it to refer to the exercise of

the will that is the instrument for willing, just as we use the word ‘sight’ to

refer to the exercise of the sight that is the instrument for seeing.49 Now we

have the sight that is the instrument for seeing even when we are not seeing

anything, whereas the sight that is its activity is in us only when we are see-

ing something. Similarly, the will that is the instrument for willing is always in

the soul, even when it is not willing anything—for example, when one is

asleep—but we have the will that I am calling the exercise or activity of that

instrument only when we are willing something. So the will that I am calling

the instrument for willing is always one and the same, no matter what we will;

but the will that is its activity is as multifarious as the many objects and occa-

sions of our willing—just as the sight that we have even in darkness or with

our eyes closed is always the same, no matter what we see, whereas the sight

that is its activity, which is also called vision, is as various as the varied objects

and occasions of our seeing.

S: I clearly understand and admire this distinction between two senses of

‘will’, and I think I now realize the error I fell into because I didn’t know it.

Still, go on with what you’ve begun.

T: Then since you understand that there are two wills, the instrument for

willing and its activity, in which of these two do you think the strength of

willing resides?

S: In the will that is the instrument for willing.

T: Suppose you know a man who is so strong that if he restrains a wild bull,

the bull can’t move, and you see him restraining a ram in such a way that the

ram breaks free from his grasp.Will you think that he is less strong in restrain-

ing the ram than in restraining the bull?

S: I will judge that he is equally strong in either action, but I will acknowl-

edge that he is not using his strength equally, since he acts more forcefully on
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the bull than on the ram. The man is strong because he has strength, whereas

his action is called strong because it is done forcefully.

T: In the same way you must understand that the will I am calling the instru-

ment for willing has an inseparable strength, insuperable by any external

power, which it sometimes uses more and sometimes less in willing. Hence, it

by no means abandons what it wills more forcefully when it is offered what it

wills less forcefully; and when it is offered what it wills more forcefully, it im-

mediately lets go of what it does not will with equal force. And then the

will—which we can call the activity of this instrument, since it is actively at

work when it wills something—this will as activity, I say, is called more or less

strong as the action is done more or less forcefully.

S: I must admit that what you have explained is quite clear to me now.

T: Then you see that when a human being assailed by temptation abandons

his rectitude of will, he is not torn away from rectitude by any external power;

rather, his will turns itself to that which he wills more forcefully.

Chapter 8

That not even God can take away rectitude of will

S: Can God, at any rate, take away rectitude from the will?

T: You must understand in what sense he can’t. He can indeed reduce to

nothing the whole substance that he has made from nothing, but he cannot

take away rectitude from a will that has it.

S: I am very eager for you to offer an argument for this claim of yours, which

I have never heard before.

T: We are speaking of the rectitude of will in virtue of which a will is called

just: that is, rectitude that is preserved for its own sake. Now no will is just un-

less it wills what God wills it to will.

S: One that does not will this is clearly unjust.

T: Then for any will that preserves rectitude, its preserving rectitude of will

for the sake of rectitude itself is the same as its willing what God wills it to

will.

S: So one must acknowledge.

T: If God takes away this rectitude from someone’s will, he does so either

willingly or unwillingly.

S: He cannot do so unwillingly.
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Reading promitteret for permitteret.

T: So if he takes away rectitude from someone’s will, he wills what he does.

S: Undoubtedly.

T: So if he takes away rectitude from someone’s will, he does not will that that

person should preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself.

S: That follows.

T: But it has already been settled that for everyone who preserves rectitude,

preserving rectitude of will in this way is the same as willing what God wills

him to will.

S: Even if that hadn’t been settled, it would still be true.

T: Therefore, if God takes this much-discussed rectitude away from someone,

he does not will that person to will what he wills him to will.

S: Nothing could be more logical, but nothing could be more impossible.

T: Therefore, nothing is more impossible than for God to take away rectitude

of will. Nonetheless, he is said to do this when he does not prevent someone

from abandoning rectitude. Moreover, the devil or temptation is said to take

away rectitude, or to overcome the will and tear it away from the rectitude it

possesses, because unless he promised50 something or threatened to take away

something that the will wills more than rectitude, the will would by no means

turn itself away from the rectitude that it does in fact will to some extent.

S: What you say appears so evident to me that I don’t think anything could

be said against it.

Chapter 9

That nothing is freer than an upright will

T: And so you see that nothing is freer than an upright will, since no exter-

nal power can take away its rectitude. If, when it wills to lie in order not to

lose life or well-being, we say that it is compelled by fear of death or torture

to abandon the truth, that is certainly not true. For it is not compelled to will

life more than truth; but since an external power prevents it from preserving

both, it chooses what it wills more. And certainly the will does so sponta-

neously* and not against its will, although its being in a position where it must

abandon one or the other is not spontaneous but against its will. For it has no
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Psalm 78:39 (77:39).
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John 8:34.

less strength for willing truth than for willing well-being, but it wills well-

being more forcefully. For if it saw right before its eyes the eternal glory that

it would immediately attain if it preserved the truth, and the torments of hell

to which it would be given over without delay if it lied, there’s no question

that it would quickly be found to have strength enough to preserve the truth.

S: That’s clearly true, since it would show greater strength for willing eternal

well-being for its own sake, and truth for the sake of the reward, than for pre-

serving temporal well-being.

Chapter 10

How someone who sins is a slave to sin, and that it is a greater miracle 

when God restores rectitude to someone who abandons it than 

when he restores life to a dead person

T: So rational nature always has free choice, since it always has the power to

preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself, although sometimes

with difficulty. But once a free will abandons rectitude because of the diffi-

culty of preserving it, the will is thereafter a slave to sin because of the impos-

sibility of recovering rectitude through its own power. Thus it becomes “a

spirit going on its way and not returning,”51 since “one who commits sin is a

slave to sin.”52 Indeed, just as no will before it had rectitude could acquire it

unless God gave it, so also, once it has abandoned the rectitude it received,

it cannot regain it unless God restores it. And I think it is a greater miracle

when God restores to a will the rectitude it has abandoned than when he re-

stores to a dead man the life he has lost. For a body, in dying out of necessity,

does not sin so as never to regain life; but a will, by abandoning rectitude

through its own power, deserves always to lack rectitude. And if someone

spontaneously* inflicts death upon himself, he does not take away from him-

self what he was never going to lose; but someone who abandons rectitude of

will throws away what he ought always to have preserved.

S: I see that what you are saying about the slavery by which “one who com-

mits sin is a slave to sin,” and about the impossibility of recovering rectitude

once it is abandoned unless it is restored by him who first gave it, is entirely

true; and it should be ceaselessly contemplated by all to whom rectitude is

given, in order that they might always retain it.
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Chapter 11

That this slavery does not take away freedom of choice

But with this claim you have quite dampened my excitement, since I was

thinking it was already firmly established that human beings always have free-

dom of choice. So I insist that you explain this slavery to me, lest it might per-

haps seem incompatible with freedom. For both this freedom and this slavery

are in the will, and it is in virtue of the will that human beings are free or

slaves. So if they are slaves, how are they free? Or if they are free, how are they

slaves?

T: If you distinguish carefully, they are, without any inconsistency, both free

and slaves when they do not have rectitude. After all, it is never in their power

to acquire rectitude when they don’t have it; but it is always in their power to

preserve it when they do have it. Because they cannot return to rectitude from

sin, they are slaves; because they cannot be torn away from rectitude, they are

free. But they can be turned back from sin, and from slavery to sin, only by

someone else, whereas they can be turned away from rectitude only by them-

selves; and they cannot be deprived of their freedom either by themselves or

by someone else. For they are always by nature free to preserve rectitude if

they have it, even when they do not have the rectitude that they might pre-

serve.

S: I am satisfied with the compatibility you have shown between freedom and

slavery, so that they can both exist in the same person at the same time.

Chapter 12

Why, when human beings do not have rectitude, we say that they are free,

since rectitude cannot be taken away from them when they have it,

rather than saying that those who have rectitude are slaves, since 

they cannot recover it by their own power when they do not have it

But I very much want to know why, when human beings do not have recti-

tude, we say that they are free, since no one else can take it from them when

they have it, rather than saying that when they do have it, they are slaves, since

they cannot recover rectitude by their own power when they do not have it.

For because they cannot return from sin, they are slaves; because they cannot be

torn away from rectitude, they are free; and just as they can never be torn away

from it if they have it, so also they can never return to it if they do not have it.

Hence, just as they are always free, so also, it seems, they are always slaves.

T: This slavery is nothing other than the inability not to sin. For whether we

call it the inability to return to rectitude or the inability to recover rectitude
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In Chapter 3.

or have it again, human beings are slaves to sin only because, since they can-

not return to rectitude or recover it or have it again, they are unable not to

sin. By contrast, when they have rectitude, they do not have the inability not

to sin. Therefore, when they have rectitude, they are not slaves of sin. But they

always have the power to preserve rectitude, both when they have rectitude

and when they do not; and so they are always free.

As for your asking why, when human beings do not have rectitude, we say

that they are free, since no one else can take it from them when they have it,

rather than saying that when they do have rectitude, they are slaves, since they

cannot recover it by their own power when they do not have it: that’s like ask-

ing why, when the sun is not present, we say that people have the power to

see it, since they can see it when it is present, rather than saying that when the

sun is present they are unable to see it, since when it is not present they can-

not themselves cause it to be present. For even when the sun is not present,

we have within ourselves the power of vision by which we see it when it is

present; and in the same way, when rectitude of will is lacking in us, we

nonetheless have within ourselves the aptitude for understanding and willing

by which we can preserve it for its own sake when we have it. And when we

have everything we need in order to see the sun except its presence, the only

power we lack is the one that its presence confers upon us; and in the same

way, when we lack rectitude, the only inability we have is the one that its ab-

sence causes in us. Therefore, human beings always have freedom of choice,

but they are not always slaves of sin. They are slaves of sin only when they do

not have upright wills.

S: If I had reflected carefully on what you said earlier when you divided the

power of seeing into four powers,53 I would not have been uncertain about

this; so I acknowledge that I’m to blame for my uncertainty.

T: I will forgive you now if from here on out you will keep what we say in

the forefront of your mind as much as will be necessary, so that we won’t have

to repeat it.

S: I appreciate your kindness. But don’t be surprised if just one hearing

should not be enough to keep these things, which I have not been used to

thinking about, always clearly before my mind’s eye.

T: Tell me whether you are still in doubt about anything in the definition of

freedom of choice that we have offered.

[THREE PHILOSOPHICAL DIALOGUES:] On Freedom of Choice 163



Chapter 13

That “the power to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself”

is a perfect definition of freedom of choice

S: There is one thing that still worries me a bit about the definition.We often

have a power to preserve something, but the power is not free in such a way

that it cannot be impeded by any external force. So when you say that free-

dom of choice is the power to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of recti-

tude itself, consider whether perhaps we ought to add something to indicate

that this power is so free that it cannot be overcome by any force.

T: If the power to preserve rectitude of will for the sake of rectitude itself

could sometimes be found apart from the freedom that we have come to un-

derstand, it would be a good idea to add what you say. But since the stated

definition is perfect in terms of genus* and differences,* so that it includes

neither more nor less than the freedom we are investigating, it cannot be un-

derstood to need any addition or deletion. For ‘power’ is the genus of free-

dom. By adding ‘to preserve’ we distinguish it from every power that is not a

power to preserve, for example, a power to laugh or to walk. By adding ‘rec-

titude’ we distinguish it from the power to preserve gold or whatever else is

not rectitude. By adding ‘of will’ we distinguish it from the power to preserve

the rectitude of other things, such as a stick or an opinion. By the phrase ‘for

the sake of rectitude itself ’ we distinguish it from the power to preserve recti-

tude of will for the sake of something else, as when rectitude is preserved for

the sake of money, or naturally.* For a dog preserves rectitude of will naturally

when it loves its puppies or its kindly master.

Therefore, since there is nothing in this definition but what is necessary to

include the freedom of choice of a rational will and to exclude everything

else, and freedom is sufficiently included and everything else sufficiently ex-

cluded, our definition is surely neither overly broad nor overly narrow. Do you

think so?

S: It certainly seems perfect to me.

T: Then tell me whether you have any further questions about this freedom,

on the basis of which an action, be it good or bad, is imputed* to someone—

for that is the only freedom we are discussing now.

Chapter 14

How this freedom is divided

S: You still need to set out how this freedom is divided. For although free-

dom as defined in this way is common to every rational nature, God’s freedom
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is very different from that of rational creatures, and theirs in turn differs from

one creature to another.

T: There is a freedom of choice that is from itself, neither made by nor re-

ceived from anyone else; it belongs to God alone. There is another freedom of

choice that is made by and received from God; it belongs to angels and human

beings. The freedom that is made or received either has rectitude that it pre-

serves, or lacks rectitude. That which has rectitude has it either separably or

inseparably. That which has rectitude separably belonged to all the angels be-

fore the good were confirmed and the bad fell, and it belongs now to all

human beings before death who have rectitude. That which has rectitude in-

separably belongs to elect angels and human beings—but to angels after the

fall of the reprobate and to human beings after their death. Now that which

lacks rectitude lacks it either recoverably or irrecoverably. That which lacks it

recoverably belongs only to human beings in this present life who lack it, al-

though many do not recover it. That which lacks it irrecoverably belongs to

reprobate angels and human beings—but to angels after their fall, to human

beings after this life.

S: With God’s assent you have so completely explained the definition and di-

vision of freedom that I can’t find anything else I need to ask about them.

[THREE PHILOSOPHICAL DIALOGUES:] On Freedom of Choice 165





On the Fall of the Devil

Chapters

1: That “What do you have that you did not receive?” is said even to the

angels; and that nothing is from God but good and being; and that

every good has being and every being is good

2: Why it seems that the devil did not receive perseverance because God

did not give it

3: That God did not give perseverance because the evil angel did not re-

ceive it

4: In what way he sinned and willed to be like God

5: That before the fall of the evil angels, the good angels were able to sin

6: How the good angels have been confirmed in their steadfastness and the

evil angels in their fall

7: Questions: Is the will, and its turning to what it ought not, the very evil

that makes them evil? And why can’t the rational creature turn from

evil to good on its own, as it can turn from good to evil on its own?

8: That neither the will nor its turning is the very evil that makes them evil

9: That injustice is that very evil and is nothing

10: How evil seems to be something

11: That one cannot prove on the basis of the names that evil and nothing

are something, but rather that they are quasi-something

12: That the angel could not have his first will from himself; and that ‘can’ is

applied to many things because of something else’s power and ‘can-

not’ because of something else’s lack of power

13: That, having received only the will for happiness, he would not be able

to will anything else or to refrain from willing happiness; and that no

matter what he might will, his will would be neither just nor unjust

14: That the case would be similar if he had received only the will for recti-

tude, and that he received both wills simultaneously in order that he

might be both just and happy
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15: That justice is something

16: That injustice is nothing other than the absence of the justice there

ought to be

17: Why an angel who abandoned justice cannot return to it

18: In what sense the evil angel made himself unjust and the good made

himself just; and that the evil angel owes thanks to God for the goods

he received and abandoned, just as the good owes thanks for the

goods he received and preserved

19: That the will, insofar as it has being, is a good; and that no thing is an evil

20: In what sense God makes both evil wills and evil actions; and in what

sense they are received from him

21: That the evil angel could not foreknow that he was going to fall

22: That he knew he ought not to will that which he sinned by willing, and

that he knew he deserved punishment if he sinned

23: That he should not have known that he would be punished if he sinned

24: That even the good angel should not have known this

25: That even if the good angel is said to be no longer able to sin solely be-

cause he now has this knowledge because of the fall of the devil, this

is to his glory

26: What it is we fear when we hear the word ‘evil’, and what causes the

deeds that injustice is said to cause, given that injustice and evil are

nothing

27: From what source evil entered the angel who used to be good

28: That the power to will what he ought not was always good, and that will-

ing itself is good with respect to its essence
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Chapter 1

That “What do you have that you did not receive?” is said even to the angels;

and that nothing is from God but good and being; and that every 

good has being and every being is good

STUDENT: When the Apostle says “What do you have that you did not re-

ceive?”54 is he saying this only to human beings, or to angels as well?

TEACHER: No creature has anything from itself. For if a thing does not have

itself from itself, how can it have anything from itself? In short, since there are

only two sorts of things—the Creator and what he created—whatever being

anything has must be either God’s own being or created being.55

S: That is indeed clear.

T: But neither the Creator nor what he created can have their being from any

source other than God himself.56

S: That is no less clear.

T: So he alone has from himself whatever he has, and all other things have

nothing but what they have from him. And just as what they have from them-

selves is nothing, so also what they have from him is something.

S: I don’t think it’s obviously true that what other things have from God is

something. After all, who else brings it about that the many things we see pass-

ing from being to non-being are not what they used to be, even if they do not

pass completely into nothingness? And who causes what-is-not not to be, un-

less it is he who causes everything that is to be? Similarly, if something is only

because God makes it, it must be the case that what-is-not is not only because

God doesn’t make it. Therefore, just as those things that are have from him

their being something, so also those that are not, or that pass from being to

non-being, seem to have from him their being nothing.
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1 Corinthians 4:7.

55
More literally: “In short, since nothing exists but the one being who created and the

things created by that one being, it is clear that nothing at all can be had but the one who

created and what he created.” It sounds odd to say that God and his creation “can be had,”

but Anselm adopts this formulation because the argument takes off from a question about

what creatures have. Since (as he will go on to argue) God has his own being from himself,

it is proper to say that God “is had” by himself; since creatures have whatever they are from

God, it is proper to say that what God creates “is had” by creatures.
56

More literally:“But neither the Creator nor what is created can be had except from the

Creator.”



57
Cf. Matthew 6:13, Luke 11:4:“Lead us not into temptation.”

58
“as if in anger,” because Anselm does not wish to imply that God actually experiences

the emotion of anger. Cf. Proslogion, Chapter 8.
59

The word translated ‘being’ in this paragraph is essentia. See the Glossary entry for

essence* (sense 4).

T: It is not only someone who causes what-is-not to be, or causes what-is not

to be, who is said to cause something to be or not to be. Rather, someone who

can cause something not to be but refrains from doing so is also said to cause

something to be; and someone who can cause something to be but refrains

from doing so is also said to cause something not to be. For example, it is not

only someone who robs another who is said to cause him to be naked or not

to be clothed, but also someone who can prevent the robber but fails to do so.

But this is said properly* of the former, whereas it is said improperly of the

latter. For when it is said of the latter that he caused someone to be naked or

not to be clothed, this simply means that although he could have caused the

man to remain clothed or not to be naked, he didn’t do so.

It is in this way that God is said to do many things that he does not do, as

when he is said to lead us into temptation57 because he does not spare us from

temptation even though he could, or to cause what-is-not not to be, since he

does not cause it to be even though he could. But if you would consider the

things that are when they pass into non-being, it is not God who causes them

not to be. After all, not only does no other essence* exist unless God makes

it, but what God has made cannot persist even for a moment unless God pre-

serves it; therefore, when he stops preserving what he made, that which used

to be does not return to non-being because God causes it not to be, but be-

cause he stops causing it to be. For when God, as if in anger,58 destroys some-

thing and thereby takes away its being, its non-being is not from God. Rather,

when God takes away its being, like something of his own that he has lent—

something he made and preserved in order that the thing might be—it re-

turns to the non-being that it had from itself and not from God before it was

made. After all, if you ask for your cloak back from someone to whom you

willingly lent it temporarily when he was naked, he does not have his naked-

ness from you; instead, when you take away what was yours he returns to what

he was before you clothed him.

So surely, just as whatever is from the supreme Good is good, and every

good is from the supreme Good, so also whatever is from the supreme Being

has being, and every being is from the supreme Being.59 Therefore, since the

supreme Good is the supreme Being, it follows that everything good has being

and every being is good. So since nothing and non-being do not have being,

they are not good. And so nothing and non-being are not from him from

whom only good and being come.
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As we read in Isaiah 45:7, for example: “I form the light, and create darkness: I make

peace, and create evil: I the LORD do all these things.”
61

John 8:44.
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S: I now see clearly that just as good and being come only from God, so also

whatever comes from God is good and has being.

T: Now when we read in the Holy Scriptures, or when we say in conform-

ity with them, that God causes evil or causes something not to be,60 you must

not in the least suppose that I deny the point being made in those words or

find fault with its being said in that way. But we should not so much cling to

the improper words that conceal the truth as diligently seek the proper truth

that lies hidden in many forms of expression.

S: That would go without saying for anyone who isn’t either stupid or dis-

honest.

T: Go back to what you started with, and consider whether it can be said not

only to human beings but also to angels that they have nothing they did not

receive.

S: It’s quite clear that this is true of angels no less than of human beings.

Chapter 2

Why it seems that the devil did not receive perseverance because God did not give it

So it is clear that the angel who remained steadfast in the truth persevered be-

cause he had perseverance, that he had perseverance because he received it,

and that he received it because God gave it. It follows, then, that the one who

“did not remain steadfast in the truth”61 did not persevere because he did not

have perseverance, that he did not have perseverance because he did not re-

ceive it, and that he did not receive it because God did not give it. So then I

want you to explain to me, if you can, what the angel’s fault was. After all, he

did not persevere because God did not give him perseverance, and he could

have nothing but what God gave him. For I am certain—even though I don’t

see how it could be true—that his damnation by the supremely Just was just,

and he could not have been damned justly apart from some fault.

T: Why do you think it follows that if the good angel received perseverance

because God gave it, then the evil angel did not receive it because God did

not give it?

S: Because if its being given to the good angel was the cause of its being re-

ceived, I think its not being given to the evil angel must have been the cause



62
That is, does not accept it, refuses it.

of its not being received. Now if we posit that it was not given, I see that this

necessarily entails that it was not received; and we all know that when we

don’t receive something we want, it’s not the case that it isn’t given because

we don’t receive it, but rather we don’t receive it because it isn’t given. Finally,

everyone I’ve heard or read asking this question always (as far as I can remem-

ber) brings it to a point with the following argument: if the good angel re-

ceived perseverance because God gave it, the evil angel did not receive it

because God did not give it. And I don’t recall ever seeing a rejoinder to that

reasoning.

Chapter 3

That God did not give perseverance because the evil angel did not receive it

T: That reasoning has no force at all, since it’s possible for not-giving not to

be the cause of not-receiving, even if giving were always the cause of receiving.

S: So if we posit the not-giving, the not-receiving doesn’t necessarily follow.

Therefore, there can be receiving even if there is no giving.

T: That’s not so.

S: I’d like you to show me an example that illustrates what you’re saying.

T: If I offer you something and you receive it, I do not give it because you

receive it, but rather you receive it because I give it, and the giving is the cause

of the receiving.

S: Right.

T: What if I offer that very same thing to someone else and he doesn’t re-

ceive it?62 Is it the case that he doesn’t receive it because I don’t give it?

S: No, it seems that you don’t give it because he doesn’t receive it.

T: So in this case not-giving is not the cause of not-receiving, and yet if I

posit that I didn’t give it, that causes it to follow that he didn’t receive it.You

see, for one thing to cause another is not the same as for the positing of a thing

to cause something else to follow. For example, burning is not the cause of fire,

but fire is the cause of burning; and yet if we posit that there is burning, this

always causes it to follow that there is fire. For if there is burning, there must

be fire.

S: I have to admit you’re right.
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T: Then I think you understand that even though you received because I

gave, it does not therefore follow that the one who did not receive did not re-

ceive because I didn’t give; and yet it does follow that if I didn’t give, he 

didn’t receive.

S: I do understand, and I am pleased that I understand.

T: Do you still doubt that just as the reason the angel who remained stead-

fast received perseverance is that God gave it, so also the reason God did not

give perseverance to the angel who did not remain steadfast is that the angel

did not receive it?

S: You haven’t shown me that yet. All you have succeeded in proving is that

just because the reason the good angel received perseverance is that God gave

it, it doesn’t follow that the reason the bad angel didn’t receive it is that God

didn’t give it. If you intend to claim that in fact the reason God didn’t give it

to the bad angel is that the angel didn’t receive it, I want to know why he 

didn’t receive it. It was either because he wasn’t able to or because he didn’t

will to. Now if he lacked either the power or the will to receive it, God did

not give them to him, since if God had given them, the angel certainly would

have had them.Therefore, since he could not have either the power or the will

to receive perseverance unless God gave them to him, in what way did he sin

by not receiving what God gave him neither the power nor the will to receive?

T: God did give him the will and the power to receive perseverance.

S: Then he received what God gave, and he had what he received.

T: He did indeed receive it and have it.

S: Then he received and had perseverance.

T: He didn’t receive it, and therefore he didn’t have it.

S: Didn’t you say that God gave him, and that he received, the will and the

power to receive perseverance?

T: I did. But I didn’t say that God gave him the receiving of perseverance,

only that God gave him the will and the power to receive perseverance.

S: Then if he had the will and the power, he received perseverance.

T: That doesn’t follow necessarily.

S: I don’t see why not, unless you’ll explain it to me.

T: Have you ever begun something with the will and the power to complete

it, but then you failed to complete it because your will had changed before

you finished?
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Anselm’s procedure is much clearer in the Latin. In the first three instances Anselm took

the verb and added the prefix per. Thus facere (to do) became perficere (to bring to comple-

S: Often.

T: Then you had the will and the power to persevere in something in which

you did not in fact persevere.

S: I did indeed have the will, but I didn’t persevere in that will, and therefore

I didn’t persevere in the action.

T: Why didn’t you persevere in that will?

S: Because I didn’t will to persevere.

T: As long as you willed to persevere in the action, didn’t you will to perse-

vere in that will itself?

S: I can’t deny it.

T: Then why do you say you didn’t will to persevere in it?

S: I would reply again that I willed to persevere but didn’t persevere in that

will, except that I see this would go on forever, with you always asking the

same question and me always giving the same reply.

T: That’s why you shouldn’t say,“I didn’t will to persevere in that will because

I didn’t will to persevere in willing that will.” Instead, when asked why you did

not persevere in that action in which you had the will and the power to perse-

vere, you can reply that it was because you didn’t persevere in that will. If you

are then asked why you didn’t persevere in that will, you should adduce a dif-

ferent cause, namely the reason why this deficiency in your will came about,

rather than saying that it was because you didn’t persevere in willing that will.

For the latter reply merely restates the very thing that is being asked about, that

is, the fact that you didn’t persevere in the will to persevere in that action.

S: I realize that I didn’t see what I should say.

T: So tell me in one word what it is to persevere in doing something as far

as the thing requires.

S: To finish doing it. For when someone perseveres in writing, we say that he

finishes writing; and when someone perseveres in leading, we say that he fin-

ishes leading.

T: Then let’s likewise say, even though the expression is not in common use,

that to persevere in willing is to finish willing.63

S: Very well.
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tion), scribere (to write) became perscribere (to write in full), and ducere (to lead) became per-

ducere (to lead to the destination). Anselm now proposes to do the same with the word velle

(to will), thereby coining a new word, pervelle, which will mean ‘to will to the end, to will

with complete perseverance’. In the translation I have represented per by the verb ‘to finish’:

thus, perficere is ‘to finish doing’, pervelle ‘to finish willing’, and so on.

T: So when you did not finish doing what you had the will and the power

to finish, why didn’t you finish doing it?

S: Because I didn’t finish willing it.

T: Then in the same way you must say that the devil, who received the will

and the power to receive perseverance and the will and power to persevere,

did not receive perseverance and did not persevere because he did not finish

willing.

S: But then again I want to know why he didn’t finish willing. After all, when

you say he did not finish willing what he willed, that just amounts to saying

that he no longer willed what he had once willed. So when he no longer

willed what he had once willed, why did he not will it, unless it was because

he did not have the will? I don’t mean the will he had had before, when he

willed it, but the will he didn’t have when he didn’t will it.Why, then, did he

not have this will, unless it was because he didn’t receive it? And why didn’t

he receive it, unless it was because God didn’t give it?

T: Again I say that it’s not the case that he didn’t receive it because God 

didn’t give it; instead, God didn’t give it because he didn’t receive it.

S: Explain that.

T: He spontaneously* forsook the will he had. Now as long as he possessed

what he later abandoned, he received his possessing it; and in the same way he

could have received his always retaining what he abandoned. But since he

abandoned it, he did not receive his always retaining it. Therefore, it was be-

cause he abandoned it that he did not receive his retaining it—and it’s not the

case that he didn’t receive it because God didn’t give it, but instead God 

didn’t give it because he didn’t receive it.

S: Who would not understand that it’s not because he abandoned it that he

didn’t will to retain it, but rather it’s because he didn’t will to retain it that he

abandoned it? For not willing to retain something one has is always prior to

willing to abandon it; after all, someone wills to abandon something he has

because he does not will to retain it. So I am asking if there was a reason why

he did not will to retain what he had, other than God’s not giving him the

will to retain it.
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T: Not willing to retain something is not always prior to willing to abandon it.

S: Explain to me when it isn’t.

T: When you do not will to retain a thing, but rather to abandon it, for its

own sake: for example, if a live coal is placed in your bare hand. In such a case,

perhaps, your not willing to retain the thing is prior to your willing to aban-

don it, and you will to abandon it because you do not will to retain it. After

all, before you have it you do not will to retain it, and yet you cannot will to

abandon it except when you have it.

By contrast, when you have something that you do not will to retain, but

only for the sake of something else, and that you will to abandon only for the

sake of something else, and you more strongly will something else that you

cannot have unless you abandon what you have: in that case your willing to

abandon something is prior to your not willing to retain it. For example, when

a miser wills to retain a coin, but he more strongly wills bread, which he can-

not have unless he spends his coin, his willing to spend—that is, to abandon—

the coin is prior to his not willing to retain it. He does not, after all, will to

spend the coin because he does not will to retain it; rather, he does not will

to retain it because in order to have bread he must spend it. Moreover, before

he has it, he wills to have it and to retain it; and while he has it, he in no way

lacks the will to retain it, so long as he need not abandon it.

S: That’s true.

T: Therefore, not willing to retain something is not always prior to willing to

abandon it; instead, willing to abandon something is sometimes prior.

S: I can’t deny it.

T: I therefore say that it was not because his will was faulty—God having

failed to give him the will—that he did not will what and when he ought to

have willed; but instead, by willing what he ought not, he cast out his good

will when an evil will came to exist within him. Hence, it is not the case that

he did not have or receive a persevering good will because God did not give

it to him; but rather, God did not give it to him because he deserted that will

by willing what he ought not, and by deserting it did not retain it.

S: I understand what you’re saying.

Chapter 4

In what way he sinned and willed to be like God

T: Do you still doubt that it was not because he did not will to retain what

he had that the devil abandoned it, but rather it was because he willed to aban-

don it that he did not will to retain it?
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64
Cf. Genesis 3:5, where the serpent tells Eve, “You will be like the gods, knowing good

and evil.”

S: I don’t doubt that that could be true, but you haven’t yet convinced me that

it really is true. So show me first what he willed to have that he did not have,

so that he willed to abandon what he did have, as you illustrated in the case

of the miser. Then, if there’s no possible objection, I will acknowledge that I

don’t doubt it really is true.

T: You don’t doubt that he did in fact sin, since a just God could not con-

demn him unjustly, but you are asking in what way he sinned.

S: Exactly.

T: If he had persevered in preserving justice, he would never have sinned or

been wretched.

S: That is what we believe.

T: And no one preserves justice except by willing what he ought or abandons

justice except by willing what he ought not.

S: No one would doubt that.

T: So he abandoned justice, and thus sinned, by willing something that he

ought not to have willed at that time.

S: That follows, but I’m asking what it was he willed.

T: Whatever he had, he ought to have willed.

S: Certainly he ought to have willed what he had received from God, and he

did not sin by willing it.

T: Then he willed something that he did not have and that he ought not to

have willed at that time, just as Eve willed to be “like the gods”64 before God

willed that.

S: I cannot deny that that follows too.

T: Now he could not will anything but justice or something advantageous.

For happiness, which every rational nature wills, consists in advantageous

things.

S: We can see this to be true in ourselves, since we will nothing but what we

think is either just or advantageous.

T: But he could not sin by willing justice.

S: That’s true.
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65
This expression recalls Anselm’s description of God as ‘that than which nothing greater

can be thought” in the Proslogion, beginning with Chapter 2.

T: Therefore, he sinned by willing something advantageous that he did not

have and ought not to have willed at that time, but that could have served to

increase his happiness.

S: Clearly that is the only way in which he could have sinned.

T: I believe you understand that by inordinately willing something in addi-

tion to what he had received, he stretched out his will beyond the bounds of

justice.

S: I now see clearly that he sinned both by willing what he ought not and by

not willing what he ought. It is also evident that it was not the case that he

willed more than he ought because he did not will to retain justice. On the

contrary, he did not retain justice because he willed something else; and by

willing that, he abandoned justice—as you showed in the case of the miser,

the coin, and the bread.

T: Now when he willed this thing that God did not want him to will, he

willed inordinately to be like God.

S: If God must be thought of as so unique that nothing else like him can be

thought,65 how could the devil will what he could not think? After all, he was

not so dense that he didn’t know that nothing else can be thought to be like God.

T: Even if he didn’t will to be completely equal to God, but instead willed

something less than equality with God that was contrary to God’s will: by that

very fact he willed inordinately to be like God, since he willed something by

his own will, which was not subjected to anyone else. For it is the prerogative

of God alone to will anything by his own will in such a way that he does not

follow any higher will.

S: That’s true.

T: Now he did not merely will to be equal to God by presuming to have a

will of his own; he willed to be even greater than God, in that he placed his

own will above God’s will by willing what God didn’t want him to will.

S: That’s quite clear.

T: I believe it’s obvious to you now from the arguments offered above that

the devil spontaneously* stopped willing what he ought and justly lost what

he had, since he spontaneously and unjustly willed what he didn’t have and

what he ought not to have willed.
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66
This cryptic argument depends in part on Anselm’s views in Cur Deus Homo, Book 1,

Chapters 16–18, where he argues that some human beings will fill up the places in heaven

that should have been occupied by the angels who fell. If those views are borne in mind,

Anselm’s argument here can be understood in the following reformulation. The bad angels

were (obviously) able to sin. But what about the good angels? Either they too were able to

sin or they weren’t. Suppose they weren’t. Then their actions were neither just nor merito-

rious. But in that case, saved human beings would actually be better than the good angels,

since human beings are able to sin and therefore can act justly and meritoriously. And we

can’t say that human beings are better than angels. So suppose instead we cling to the view

that saved human beings are not better than the good angels. It would follow that human

S: I think nothing could be more obvious.

T: So although the good angel received perseverance because God gave it, it’s

not the case that the evil angel did not receive it because God didn’t give it;

rather, God didn’t give it because he didn’t receive it, and he didn’t receive it

because he didn’t will to receive it.

S: You have given such satisfactory answers to my questions that both the

truth of your premises and the validity of your arguments is firmly fixed in my

understanding.

Chapter 5

That before the fall of the evil angels, the good angels were able to sin

T: Do you think the good angels were likewise able to sin before the evil

angels fell?

S: I think so, but I would like to understand this through reason.

T: You know for certain that if they were not able to sin, they preserved jus-

tice out of necessity* and not in virtue of their power.Therefore, they did not

merit grace from God for remaining steadfast when others fell any more than

they did for preserving their rationality, which they could not lose. Nor, if you

consider the matter rightly, could they properly be called just.

S: That’s what reason shows.

T: So suppose that those who fell had not sinned, even though they were able

to. They would have been greater than the angels who were not able to sin,

insofar as they would have been genuinely just and would have merited grace

from God. Hence, it follows either that elect human beings will turn out to

be better and greater than the good angels, or that the reprobate angels will

not be adequately replaced, since the human beings who are received in their

place will not be such as they themselves were going to be.66
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beings, like the good angels, act neither justly nor meritoriously. But that can’t be true ei-

ther, since saved human beings are supposed to fill up the gap left by the desertion of the

evil angels. Now those evil angels were able to sin, which means that if they hadn’t sinned,

they would have acted justly and meritoriously. If saved human beings do not act justly and

meritoriously, they are not fitting replacements for the rebel angels (“they will not be such

as [the reprobate angels] were going to be”). Therefore, since the assumption that the good

angels were unable to sin leads to all sorts of dead ends and absurdities, we must conclude

that they were able to sin.

S: I think both these conclusions must be utterly rejected.

T: Therefore, the good angels were able to sin before the fall of the evil an-

gels, just as has been shown in the case of those who fell.

S: I don’t see how else things could be.

Chapter 6

How the good angels have been confirmed in their steadfastness 

and the evil angels in their fall

T: And so the good angels willed the justice that they had, rather than that

additional something which they didn’t have. As far as their own will was con-

cerned, they lost that good (as it were) for the sake of justice; but they received

it as a reward for justice, and they remained for ever in secure possession of

what they had. Hence, they have progressed so far that they have attained

everything they could will, and they no longer see what more they could will;

and because of this they are unable to sin. By contrast, the evil angels willed

that additional something which God did not yet will to give them, rather

than willing to remain steadfast in the justice in which they were created. By

the judgment of that very justice, they not only failed utterly to obtain that on

account of which they scorned justice but also lost the good they had. There-

fore, the angels are distinguished in the following way: those who cleave to

justice can will no good that they do not enjoy, and those who abandon jus-

tice can will no good that they do not lack.

S: Nothing could be more just or more beautiful than this distinction. But if

you can tell me, I would like to hear what sort of advantageous thing this was

that the good angels justly spurned and thereby advanced, and the evil angels

unjustly desired and thereby fell away.

T: I don’t know what it was. But whatever it might have been, all we need to

know is that it was something they were able to attain, which they did not re-
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ceive when they were created, in order that they might advance to it by their

own merit.

S: And let this be enough for our discussion of this point.

Chapter 7

Questions: Is the will, and its turning to what it ought not, the very evil that 

makes them evil? And why can’t the rational creature turn from evil to 

good on its own, as it can turn from good to evil on its own?

But I don’t know what it is—as soon as I hope I’ve finally answered one ques-

tion, I see more questions sprouting up from the roots of those I’ve already

mowed down. Now that I quite clearly see that unrestrained concupiscence

was the only reason the rebel angel could have fallen into this extreme lack of

anything good, I am very troubled about the source of this inordinate will. For

if that will was good, then it was on account of a good will that he fell from

such great good into such great evil. Moreover, if it was good, then God gave

it to him, since he had nothing from himself. So if he willed what God gave

him to will, what was his sin? On the other hand, if he had this will from him-

self, he had something good that he did not receive.

Now if that will is evil and is also something, the problem arises again: his

evil will must have been from God, who is the source of whatever is some-

thing. And once again one can ask what his sin was in having the will God

gave him, or how God could give an evil will. If, however, this evil will was

from the devil himself and is also something, then the devil had something

from himself, and not every essence* is good; nor will evil be nothing, as we

are accustomed to say, since an evil will is an essence. On the other hand, if an

evil will is nothing, it was on account of nothing, and therefore without cause,

that he was so harshly condemned. And what I’m saying about will can

equally well be said about concupiscence or desire, since both concupiscence

and desire are will; and just as there is good and evil will, so also there is good

and evil concupiscence and good and evil desire.

Now suppose someone said that a will is an essence* and is therefore some-

thing good, but that it becomes a good will by turning to what it ought but

is called a bad will when it turns to what it ought not. Then I notice that

whatever I said about the will can be said about this turning of the will. For I

am very troubled about the source of the perverse turning of the devil’s will,

and about the other things I said just now about the will. And there is still

something else that bewilders me whenever I think about this turning of the

will, namely, why God made that excellent and sublime nature such that it

could turn its will from what it ought to will to what it ought not to will but

could not turn from what it ought not to will to what it ought. For it seems
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that such a creature ought to have received from such a Creator the power to

do the good for which it was created, rather than the evil it was created to

avoid.The same question can be asked about our own nature, since we believe

that no human being can have a good will unless God gives it, whereas we can

have an evil will at any time if God merely permits it.

Chapter 8

That neither the will nor its turning is the very evil that makes them evil

T: I don’t think we can deny that both the will and its turning are something.

For even if they are not substances,* it still cannot be proved that they are not

essences,* since there are many essences besides those that are properly* called

substances. Moreover, a good will is no more a something than is a bad will,

nor is a bad will more an evil than a good will is a good. For a merciful, gen-

erous will is no more a something than a merciless, rapacious will; nor is the

latter more an evil than the former is a good. Therefore, if an evil will is the

very evil because of which someone is called evil, it would follow that a good

will is the very good by which someone is made good. But then it would turn

out that an evil will is nothing at all, if it is that very evil that we believe to be

nothing; and then a good will would also be nothing, since it is no more a

something than an evil will is. So we would be forced to hold that the very

good that makes beings good is nothing, since it is the good will, which would

be nothing. But no one for a moment supposes that a good will, or good it-

self, is nothing. Therefore, an evil will is not the very evil that makes beings

evil, just as a good will is not the very good that makes them good.

Now what I said about the will can also be applied to the will’s turning: the

turning by which a will turns from stealing to bestowing is no more a some-

thing than that by which the very same will turns from generosity to greed.

And so on, for all the things I said about the will a moment ago.

S: What you say seems right to me too.

T: Therefore, neither the evil will nor the wicked turning of the will is the

very evil that makes an angel or human being evil—that is, the very evil that

we claim is nothing—nor is the good will or the good turning of the will the

good that makes them good.

Chapter 9

That injustice is that very evil and is nothing

S: Then what are we to say is the very evil that makes them evil, and what is

the very good that makes them good?
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67
nomen: I have chosen to translate nomen consistently as ‘name’, since that makes the best

sense of Anselm’s arguments on the whole; but readers should bear in mind that nomen can

also have the more general meaning ‘word’ and the narrower meaning ‘noun’.

T: We ought to believe that justice is the very good in virtue of which both

angels and human beings are good, that is, just, and in virtue of which the will

itself is said to be good or just; whereas injustice is the very evil that we claim

is nothing other than a privation of good, which makes them and their will

evil. And consequently, we hold that injustice is nothing other than the priva-

tion of justice. For when a will was initially given to the rational nature, it was,

simultaneously with that giving, turned by the Giver himself to what it ought

it to will—or rather, it was not turned but created upright. Now as long as that

will remained steadfast in the rectitude in which it was created, which we call

truth or justice, it was just. But when it turned itself away from what it ought

to will and toward what it ought not, it did not remain steadfast in the origi-

nal rectitude (if I may so call it) in which it was created.When it abandoned

that rectitude, it lost something great and received in its place nothing but its

privation, which has no essence,* and which we call ‘injustice’.

Chapter 10

How evil seems to be something

S: I grant what you say about evil’s being a privation of good, but I equally

see that good is a privation of evil. And just as I perceive that in the privation

of evil something else comes about that we call ‘good’, so also I notice that in

the privation of good something else comes about that we call ‘evil.’ Now

there are certain arguments proving that evil is nothing. For example, it has

been argued that evil is nothing but a flaw or corruption, which exists only in

some essence,* and the more flaws and corruptions there are in an essence,

the more they reduce it to nothingness; and if that essence falls completely

into nothingness, the flaws and corruptions will also be found to be nothing.

But even if this or some other argument is offered to show that evil is noth-

ing, my mind cannot endorse that view, except by faith alone, unless someone

refutes my contrary argument proving that evil is something. For when we

hear the name67 ‘evil’ there would be no reason for our hearts to fear what

they understand to be signified by that name if in fact it signified nothing.

Moreover, if the word ‘evil’ is a name, it surely has a signification; and if it has

a signification, it signifies. But then it signifies something. How, then, is evil

nothing, if what the name ‘evil’ signifies is something? Finally, consider what

peace there is, what rest, while justice endures: so that in many cases it seems
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that justice, like chastity and forbearance, is nothing but restraint from evil. But

when justice is gone, what varied, troublesome, and multifarious feelings take

possession of the soul; like a cruel master they force their wretched slave to be

anxious about so many depraved and wearisome deeds and to labor so

painfully in doing them. It would be astonishing if you could show that noth-

ing accomplishes all this.

Chapter 11

That one cannot prove on the basis of the names that evil and nothing 

are something, but rather that they are quasi-something

T: I imagine you’re not crazy enough to say that nothing is something, even

though you cannot deny that ‘nothing’ is a name. So, if you cannot prove that

nothing is something based on the name ‘nothing’, how do you think you’re

going prove that evil is something based on the name ‘evil’?

S: An example that resolves one controversial issue by bringing in another is

useless. For I don’t know what nothing is either. So, since the question at hand

concerns the evil that you say is nothing, if you want to teach me what I

should understand evil to be, first teach me what I should understand nothing

to be; and then you will respond to the other considerations, besides the name

‘evil,’ that I said induced me to think evil is something.

T: Now given that there is no difference at all between being nothing and

not being something, how can one say what that which is not something is?

S: If there isn’t something that is signified by the name ‘nothing’, then that

name doesn’t signify anything; and if it doesn’t signify anything, it’s not a

name. But surely it is a name.Therefore, although no one would say that noth-

ing is something, but instead we must always say that nothing is nothing, still,

no one can deny that the name ‘nothing’ has a signification. But if this name

does not signify nothing, but instead signifies something, then it seems that

what it signifies cannot be nothing but instead is something.Therefore, if what

it signifies is not nothing but instead is something, how will it be true that this

word signifies that which is nothing? After all, if ‘nothing’ is said truly, then

what is signified by the name is truly nothing, and therefore it isn’t something.

Hence, if what is signified by this name is not nothing but instead is some-

thing—as the argument seems to show—then it is falsely and inappropriately

called by that name. But on the other hand, if (as everyone agrees) that which

is named “nothing” truly is nothing and in no way is something, could any-

thing at all follow more logically than this: that this word signifies nothing, that

is, doesn’t signify anything? And so why is it that the name “nothing” does not
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signify nothing but instead something, and also does not signify something but

instead nothing?

T: Perhaps signifying nothing is not inconsistent with signifying something.

S: Suppose they’re not inconsistent. Then either this word signifies nothing

when taken in one way and something when taken in another way, or else we

will have to find a thing that is both something and nothing.

T: What if both turn out to be true? That is, what if we can find two ways

of understanding this name and also find one and the same thing to be both

something and nothing?

S: I would like to know both.

T: It is agreed that as far as its signification goes, the word ‘nothing’ is in no

way different from ‘not-something.’ And nothing is more obvious than this:

‘not-something’ by its signification requires that every thing whatsoever, and

anything that is something, is to be excluded from the understanding, and that

no thing at all or what is in any way something is to be included in the under-

standing. But since there is no way to signify the exclusion of something ex-

cept by signifying the very thing whose exclusion is signified—for no one

understands what ‘not-human’ signifies except by understanding what a

human is—the expression ‘not-something’ must signify something precisely

by eliminating that which is something. On the other hand, by excluding

everything that is something, it signifies no essence* that it requires to be 

included in the hearer’s understanding. Therefore, the expression ‘not-

something’ does not signify any thing or that which is something.

Therefore, the expression ‘not-something’ under different aspects both in

some way signifies a thing and something and in no way signifies a thing or

something. For it signifies by excluding; it does not signify by including. The

same argument applies to the name ‘nothing’, which excludes everything that

is something: by what it eliminates, it signifies something rather than nothing,

and by what it includes, it signifies nothing rather than something. Therefore,

it is not necessary that nothing be something just because its name signifies

something in a certain way; but rather, it is necessary that nothing be nothing,

because its name signifies something in that particular way. And so in this way

it is not inconsistent for evil to be nothing and yet for the name ‘evil’ to have

a signification, given that it signifies something by excluding it and does not

include any thing.

S: I can’t deny that the name ‘nothing’ in some way signifies something, as

you’ve just argued; but it is quite well-known that the something that is sig-

nified in that way by this name is not named ‘nothing.’ Nor when we hear 
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68
There is no word in the Latin corresponding to ‘item’. I use it to avoid a confusing string

of neuter pronouns with different referents in the sentences that follow. ‘Thing’ would not

work, because the Student is not committed to the notion that whatever is referred to by

‘nothing’ qualifies as a thing; indeed, he is committed to just the opposite, which is why he

avoids words like ‘something’ and ‘thing’ and formulates his question using only neuter

demonstrative pronouns.
69

Literally:“many things are said according to form that are not so in reality.”

this name do we take it as standing for the thing that it signifies in that way.

So I am asking about the item68 that we use this name to stand for and that

we understand when we hear this name—I mean, I’m asking what that item

is. After all, it is what this name properly* signifies; this name is a name be-

cause it signifies that item, not because it signifies something by denying, in

the way you explained earlier. That name is reckoned among names precisely

because it signifies that item, and that item is called ‘nothing’. I am asking how

that item is something if it is properly called ‘nothing’, or how it is nothing if

the name that signifies it signifies something, or how one and the same item

is both something and nothing. I ask the same questions about the name 

‘evil’, both about what it signifies and about what is named ‘evil’.

T: You are right to ask these questions, since even though the argument given

above shows that ‘evil’ and ‘nothing’ signify something, what they signify is not

evil or nothing. But there is another argument showing that they signify

something and that what they signify is something—yet not really something,

but quasi-something.

You see, the form of an expression often doesn’t match the way things are in

reality.69 For example,‘to fear’ is active according to the form of the word even

though fearing is passive in reality. And in the same way ‘blindness’ is some-

thing according to the form of the expression, even though it is not something

in reality. For we say that someone has blindness and that there is blindness in

him in just the same way that we say someone has vision and that there is vi-

sion in him, even though blindness is not something, but instead not-some-

thing, and to have blindness is not to have something but rather to lack that

which is something. After all, blindness is nothing other than non-vision or

the absence of vision where there ought to be vision; and non-vision or the

absence of vision is not something in cases where there ought to be vision any

more than it is in cases where there ought not to be vision. Therefore, blind-

ness is not something in the eye, just because there ought to be vision in 

the eye, any more than non-vision or the absence of vision is something 

in a stone, where there ought not to be vision. And there are many other 

similar cases in which things that are not something are called something 
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70
“as if ”: Latin, quasi; hence the expression “quasi-something” above.

71
Reading dicuntur de eo for dicuntur eo.

72
The “other considerations” raised in Chapter 10 are finally answered in Chapter 26. As

the Teacher indicates in his next speech, Chapters 12–25 set up the philosophical account

needed to make the claims of Chapter 26 compelling, and those chapters should be read

with the considerations of Chapter 10 in mind. This is not to say, of course, that Chapters

12–25 are interesting only for the light they shed on the problem raised in Chapter 10; on

the contrary, they are arguably the philosophical centerpiece of On the Fall of the Devil.

according to the form of the expression, in that we speak of them as we 

speak of things that really exist.

It is in this way, then, that ‘evil’ and ‘nothing’ signify something; and what

they signify is something, not in reality, but according to the form of the ex-

pression. For ‘nothing’ does not signify anything other than not-something, or

the absence of those items that are something. And evil is not anything other

than not-good, or the absence of good where it is required or fitting that good

should be. Now that which is not anything other than the absence of what is

something is certainly not itself something. Therefore, evil is truly nothing,

and nothing is not something; and yet in a certain way evil and nothing are

something, because we speak of them as if 70 they were something when we

say,“He did nothing” or “He did evil,” or “What he did is nothing” or “What

he did is evil,” in the same way in which we say “He did something” or “He

did what is good,” or “What he did is something” or “What he did is good.”

That’s why, when we utterly deny that what someone says is something, we

say “That which you say is nothing.” For ‘that’ and ‘which’ are properly* said

only of that which is something; and when they are used in the expression I

just mentioned, they are not said of that71 which is something, but of that

which is spoken of as if it were something.

S: You have succeeded in meeting the argument based on the name ‘evil’ by

which I thought I could prove that evil is something.

Chapter 12

That the angel could not have his first will from himself; and that ‘can’

is applied to many things because of something else’s power and 

‘cannot’ because of something else’s lack of power

You still need to show me how I can reply to the other considerations that

strive to persuade me that evil is something.72

T: In order for us to be able to elucidate the truth of the matter, we will have

to begin a little further back. But it’s important for you not to be content
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In Chapter 1.

74
possibility: potestas, the abstract noun corresponding to the verb posse, which I have been

translating ‘can’.

merely to understand each of the things I say individually, but to gather them

all up in your memory at the same time and see them in one glance, as it were.

S: I will be as attentive as I can. But if I prove to be somewhat slower than

you might wish, don’t become annoyed at having to wait for me as you see

that my slowness requires it.

T: Well, let’s suppose that right now God is making an angel that he wills to

make happy, and he’s not making the angel all at once but rather part by part.

Up to this point the angel has been made apt to have a will, but he does not

yet will anything.

S: Suppose whatever you like, and explain what I am asking about.

T: Do you think this angel can will anything on his own?

S: I don’t really understand what you mean by “on his own.” For as you said

earlier,73 no creature has anything that it did not receive, and no creature can

do anything on its own.

T: By “on his own” I mean in virtue of what he already has. For example,

someone who has feet and whatever else suffices for the ability to walk can

walk on his own, whereas someone whose feet are injured cannot walk on his

own. This is the sense in which I am asking whether the angel who is already

apt to will but does not yet will anything can will something on his own.

S: I think he can, if at some point he wills.

T: You’re not answering my question.

S: How so?

T: My question is about someone who is willing nothing, and about the pos-

sibility74 that precedes the fact; but your answer is about someone who wills,

and about the possibility that comes about with the fact. For whatever is, by the

very fact that it is, can be. But not everything that is could be before it was. So

when I ask whether this angel who wills nothing can will, I am asking about

the possibility before he wills, by which he can move himself to will; but when

you reply that if he wills, he can will, you are talking about the possibility that

comes about with that will itself. For necessarily, if he wills, he can will.
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75
“power”: again, potestas. Part of Anselm’s point in this chapter is to distinguish two senses

of potestas: to say that x has the potestas to be y might just mean that it is possible for x to

be y, but it means something more, namely that x can bring it about that x is y. (Consider

two examples: a banana has the potestas to be digested in the first sense but not in the sec-

ond, since it cannot throw itself into your intestines and bombard itself with digestive en-

zymes and so forth. By contrast, I have the potestas to be in Chicago in both senses: it is

possible for me to be in Chicago, and I myself have the power to bring it about that I am

in Chicago.) The problem is that in English we have a ready-made distinction between these

two senses. For the first we use ‘possibility’ and for the second we use ‘power’.Anselm must

therefore labor to make clear a distinction we already have firmly entrenched in ordinary

language. The analogue in English would be to distinguish between the two uses of ‘can’:

when I say that the banana can be digested I am using a sense of ‘can’ that implies mere 

possibility, but when I say that I can be in Chicago I am using a sense of ‘can’ that implies

a power.

S: I know that there are two possibilities, one that is not yet realized in fact,

and one that is already realized in fact. But I also can’t help but know this: if

anything can be in the sense that it now actually exists, then if at any time it

did not exist, it previously could exist. After all, if it could not have existed, it

would never have existed. So I think my reply was perfectly adequate: since,

given that he wills, he can will, it must be the case that before he willed, he

could will.

T: Do you think that what is nothing has nothing at all and therefore has no

power,75 and that without power there is absolutely nothing it can do or be?

S: I can’t deny that.

T: I believe that before the world was made, it was nothing.

S: You’re right.

T: Therefore, before it existed, there was nothing it could do or be.

S: That follows.

T: Therefore, before it existed, it could not exist.

S: And I say that if it could not exist, it was impossible for it ever to exist.

T: That was both possible and impossible before it existed. It was impossible

for the world, since the world did not have the power to exist; but it was pos-

sible for God, who had the power to make the world. Therefore, the world

exists because before it was made, God could make it, not because before it

existed the world itself could exist.

S: I can’t rebut your argument, but our normal way of speaking is against you.
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Cf. On Truth, Chapter 8.

77
Cf. Proslogion, Chapter 7.

T: That’s not surprising. Many things are said improperly* in ordinary

speech; but when it is incumbent upon us to search out the heart of the truth,

we must remove the misleading impropriety to the greatest extent possible

and as much as the subject matter demands. Because of such impropriety in

speaking we quite often apply the word ‘can’ to a thing, not because it can do

anything, but because something else can; and we apply the word ‘cannot’ to

a thing that can do something, simply because some other thing cannot. For

example, if I say “a book can be written by me,” the book certainly can’t do

anything, but I can write the book. And when we say “this man cannot be de-

feated by that man,” we understand this to mean simply,“that man cannot de-

feat this man.”76 This is why we say that God cannot undergo anything

harmful to himself or do anything wicked, since he is so powerful in his

blessedness and justice—or rather, since in him blessedness and justice are not

distinct things but a single good, he is so all-powerful in his unitary good—

that no thing can do what would harm the supreme Good. Hence, he can

neither be corrupted nor lie.77

Therefore, whatever does not exist cannot, before it exists, exist through its

own power; but if some other thing can cause it to exist, then it can exist

through something else’s power. Now although there are many ways to draw

distinctions involving power or lack of power, let this be enough for now:

‘can’ is applied to many things not because of their own power, but because

of something else’s power; and ‘cannot’ is applied to many things not because

of their own lack of power, but because of something else’s lack of power. So

I am speaking of his own power when I ask about the newly-created angel

whom we are imagining, who up to this point has been made apt to have a

will but does not yet will anything. Can he will anything on his own? Answer

in terms of his own power.

S: If he is already apt to will and lacks nothing but the willing itself, I don’t

see why he can’t will on his own. After all, someone who is apt to see, but

doesn’t see anything, who is placed in the light but with his eyes closed, can

see on his own.Why, then, couldn’t someone who is not willing will on his

own in the same way that someone who is not seeing can see on his own?

T: Because the one who is not seeing has vision and a will by which he can

move vision.We, however, are speaking of an angel who has no will. So an-

swer this question: if a thing moves itself from not willing to willing, does it

will to move itself?
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S: If I say that it is moved without willing, what will follow is that it is moved

by something else rather than by itself—except perhaps if someone suddenly

closes his eyes in anticipation of a blow or is compelled by something disad-

vantageous to will what he did not will before. For in those cases I’m not sure

whether he first moves himself to this will.

T: No one is compelled by fear or the expectation of something disadvanta-

geous, or incited by love of something advantageous, to will something, unless

he first has a natural* will to avoid what is disadvantageous or have what is ad-

vantageous. By that will he moves himself to other wills.

S: I can’t deny that.

T: You must acknowledge, therefore, that whatever moves itself to will, first

wills to move itself.

S: Yes.

T: Therefore, that which wills nothing can in no way move itself to will.

S: I can’t object.

T: So it must be the case that the angel who has already been made apt to

have a will but nonetheless does not will anything cannot have his first will

from himself.

S: I have to grant you that, since that which wills nothing can will nothing

on its own.

T: Now he cannot be happy unless he wills happiness. By ‘happiness’ I don’t

mean happiness in accordance with justice, but the happiness that everyone

wills, even the unjust. After all, everyone wills his own well-being. For leaving

aside the fact that every nature* is said to be good, we commonly speak of

two goods and of two evils that are contrary to them. One good is that which

is called “justice,” whose contrary evil is injustice. The other good is what I

think can be called “the advantageous”; its opposite evil is the disadvanta-

geous. Now not everyone wills justice, and not everyone avoids injustice,

whereas not merely every rational nature, but indeed everything that can be

aware of it wills the advantageous and avoids the disadvantageous. For no one

wills anything unless he thinks it is in some way advantageous for himself. So

in this way everyone wills his own well-being and wills against his own un-

happiness. It is of happiness in this sense that I said just now that no one can

be happy unless he wills happiness. For no one can be happy either in having

what he does not will or in not having what he does will.

S: There’s no denying that.
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“other than happiness”: literally,“other than what he received to will.”

T: And someone who does not will justice ought not be happy.

S: That’s equally true.

Chapter 13

That, having received only the will for happiness, he would not be able to 

will anything else or to refrain from willing happiness; and that no matter 

what he might will, his will would be neither just nor unjust

T: Then let’s say that God first gives him only the will for happiness and see

whether, in virtue of having received a will, he is now able to move himself

to will something other than happiness.78

S: Continue what you have begun. I’m ready to understand.

T: It is agreed that he does not yet will anything besides happiness, since he

has not received the will for anything else.

S: That’s true.

T: So I’m asking you whether he can move himself to will something else.

S: I can’t see how someone who wills nothing besides happiness would move

himself to will anything other than happiness. After all, if he wills to move

himself to will something else, he wills something else.

T: Therefore, just as he could not will anything at all on his own when no

will had yet been given him, so also he cannot have any other will from him-

self if he has received only the will for happiness.

S: Yes.

T: What if he thought something would contribute to his attaining happi-

ness? Couldn’t he move himself to will that?

S: I’m not sure how to reply. If he can’t, I don’t see how he’s willing happi-

ness, since he can’t will that through which he thinks he can attain happiness.

On the other hand, if he can, I don’t understand in what sense he can’t will

anything other than happiness.

T: If someone wills something, not for the sake of the thing he appears to will

but for the sake of something else, which should one properly* judge him to

be willing: that which he is said to will, or that for the sake of which he wills?

BASIC WRITINGS192



79
“received the power to will”: literally,“received to will.”

80
That is, happiness.

S: Surely that for the sake of which he seems to will.

T: So someone who wills something for the sake of happiness is not willing

anything other than happiness.Therefore, it can be true both that he wills what

he thinks will contribute to his happiness and that he wills only happiness.

S: That’s quite clear.

T: I still want to know whether, having received only this will, he can refrain

from willing happiness.

S: He cannot simultaneously both will it and refrain from willing it.

T: That’s true, but it’s not what I’m asking. I’m asking whether he can aban-

don that will and move himself from willing happiness to refraining from will-

ing it.

S: If he does that unwillingly, it is not he who is doing it. On the other hand,

if he does it willingly, he is willing something other than happiness. But he

doesn’t will anything other than happiness. So I think it’s obvious that there’s

no way he can, on his own, will anything other than the one thing he received

the power to will.79

T: You have understood this well. But now tell me whether someone who

wills nothing other than happiness, and who cannot refrain from willing hap-

piness, can keep from willing happiness more and more, the greater he under-

stands it to be.

S: If he didn’t will happiness more and more, the greater and better he under-

stood it to be, then either he wouldn’t be willing happiness at all, or else he

would will something else on account of which he would not will the better

thing.80 But we are supposing that he wills happiness and nothing else.

T: Then the higher he realizes happiness can be, the more he wills to be

happy.

S: Undoubtedly he does.

T: Therefore, he wills to be like God.

S: Nothing could be more obvious.

T: What do you think: would his will be unjust if he willed in this way to be

like God?
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81
“willing justice”: literally,“willing what he had received to will.”

S: I don’t want to call him just, since he would be willing what is not fitting;

nor do I want to call him unjust, since he would be willing out of necessity.

T: Now we said that someone who wills only happiness wills only advanta-

geous things.

S: Yes.

T: Then suppose someone who willed nothing but advantageous things

could not have those that are greater and truer.Would he will lesser things—

whichever ones he could make use of?

S: Indeed, he could not refrain from willing any of the very lowest, if he

couldn’t have greater ones.

T: Since he would will the lowest advantageous things, the impure things in

which irrational animals take pleasure, wouldn’t his will be unjust and blame-

worthy?

S: How would his will be unjust or deserve reproach, given that it would be

willing what it did not receive the power not to will?

T: And yet it is well-established that his will, whether it wills the highest ad-

vantageous things or the lowest, is the work and gift of God, just as his life and

his power of sensation are, and that there is neither justice nor injustice in it.

S: Undoubtedly.

T: Therefore, insofar as it is an essence,* it is something good; but as far as

justice and injustice are concerned, it is neither good nor bad.

S: Nothing could be clearer.

T: But he ought not to be happy if he does not have a just will. Indeed, some-

one who wills what neither can nor ought to be the case cannot be either

completely or commendably happy.

S: That is quite evident.

Chapter 14

That the case would be similar if he had received only the will for rectitude, and that

he received both wills simultaneously in order that he might be both just and happy

T: Then let’s consider the will for justice. If this same angel were given only

the will for what it is fitting that he will, could he will anything else? And

could he refrain on his own from willing justice?81
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S: What we found regarding the will for happiness must also turn out to be

completely true of this will too.

T: Therefore, he would not have either a just or an unjust will. For just as if

he were given only the will for happiness, his will would not be unjust even

if he willed unfitting things, since he would not be able to refrain from will-

ing them, so also if he were given only the will for justice, his will would not

be just simply because he willed what is fitting, since he would have received

that willing in such a way that he would not be able to will otherwise.

T: That’s right.

S: Therefore, since he cannot be called just or unjust for willing only happi-

ness or for willing only what is fitting when he wills in that way out of ne-

cessity, and since he neither can nor ought to be happy unless he wills to be

happy and wills it justly, God must create both wills in him in such a way that

he both wills to be happy and wills it justly.This added justice governs his will

for happiness so as to curtail its excess without eliminating its power to ex-

ceed. Thus, since he does will to be happy, he can exceed the limits of justice;

but since he wills it justly, he does not will to exceed them. And thus, having

a just will for happiness, he both can and ought to be happy. By refraining

from willing what he ought not to will, even though he could will it, he de-

serves to be unable ever to will what he ought not, and by always retaining

justice through a disciplined will he deserves not to lack happiness in any way.

On the other hand, if he abandons justice through an undisciplined will, he

deserves to be deprived of happiness altogether.

S: I cannot imagine anything more fitting.

T: Remember that earlier, when we were examining the will for happiness

by itself, without the restraint we added so that it might subject itself to God,

we said there would be no justice or injustice in it no matter what it willed.

S: I remember that well.

Chapter 15

That justice is something

T: Now do you think that this item which, when added to the will, governs

the will so that it does not will more than what it is fitting and expedient for

it to will, is something?

S: No sensible person will think that it is nothing.

T: This, as I believe you fully realize, is nothing other than justice.

S: It cannot be thought to be anything else.
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Bear in mind that ‘ought’,‘owe’, and ‘is obligated’ all translate the same Latin word: debet.

The cognate noun, debitrix, is translated ‘debtor.’
83

For a precise statement of the distinction between nature and person that is implicit here,

see On the Virginal Conception, Chapter 1.

T: So it is certain that justice is something.

S: Indeed, it is something outstandingly good.

Chapter 16

That injustice is nothing other than the absence of the justice there ought to be

T: Before it received this justice, was the will obligated to will and to refrain

from willing in accordance with justice?

S: The will did not owe82 what it did not have because it had not received it.

T: But once it had received justice, you have no doubt that it was obligated,

unless it were to lose justice by coercion.

S: I think it is always bound by this obligation, whether it retains what it re-

ceived or spontaneously* abandons it.

T: You’re right. But what if the will abandons the justice that was so usefully

and so wisely added to it—abandons it without being compelled by any lack

or any coercion, but by spontaneously exercising its own power, that is, by

willing more than it ought to? Will anything remain in that will besides what

we imagined it to have before justice was added to it?

S: Since nothing was added but justice, once justice is lost it is certain that

nothing will remain besides what was there before, except that the justice it

received made the will a debtor to justice and left behind, as it were, certain

beautiful traces of itself when justice was abandoned. For the very fact that it

remains a debtor to justice shows that it had been adorned with the nobility

of justice. And it is quite just that what has once received justice should always

be a debtor to justice, unless it lost justice by coercion. Certainly, if a nature is

shown to have once had justice, and to be always obligated to have so noble a

good, it is thereby proved to be of far greater dignity than a nature that is

known never to have had this good or to have been obligated to have it.

T: You have thought this through very well. But add this to your view: the

more praiseworthy a nature that had and ought to have this good is shown to

be, the more blameworthy a person who does not have what he ought is

proved to be.83
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S: I heartily agree.

T: Pinpoint for me what it is in this nature that shows it to be praiseworthy

and what makes the person blameworthy.

S: Its having had or being obligated to have justice is what shows the nature’s

dignity; not having justice is what makes the person corrupt. For his being ob-

ligated was brought about by the one who gave him justice, whereas his not

having justice was brought about by the one who abandoned justice. After all,

he is obligated because he had received it, whereas he does not have it because

he forsook it.

T: So what you condemn in the will that did not remain steadfast in justice

is not its being a debtor to justice, but its not having justice.

S: What I condemn in it is precisely the absence of justice, or in other words,

its not having justice. For as I have already said, its being a debtor to justice

confers honor, whereas its not having justice brings disgrace; and the more

honorable it is to have justice, the more dishonorable it is to lack justice. In-

deed, the only reason that the will is dishonored by not having justice through

its own fault is that it is honored by being obligated to have justice by the

goodness of its Giver.

T: Don’t you judge that a will that does not have the justice it ought to have

is unjust, and that there is injustice in it?

S: Who would judge otherwise?

T: I believe you would find nothing in it to condemn if it weren’t unjust and

there weren’t injustice in it.

S: Nothing at all.

T: Therefore, what you condemn in it is nothing other than injustice and its

being unjust.

S: I cannot condemn anything else in it.

T: So if, as you just said, you do not condemn anything in it other than the

absence of justice and its not having justice, and if it is also true that you do

not condemn anything in it other than there being injustice in it, in other

words, its being unjust, then clearly its injustice or its being unjust is nothing

other than the absence of justice or its not having justice.

S: There’s no way there can be any difference between them.

T: Therefore, just as the absence of justice and not having justice have no

essence,* so also injustice and being unjust have no being, and therefore they

are not something but rather nothing.
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S: Nothing could be more logical.

T: Remember also that we’ve already agreed that once justice has been lost,

nothing but the obligation to justice remains in him beyond what he had be-

fore he received justice.

S: Right.

T: But before he had justice he was not unjust and did not have injustice.

S: No.

T: Therefore, either there is no injustice in him and he is not unjust once jus-

tice has been lost, or else injustice and being unjust are nothing.

S: No conclusion could be more inevitable.

T: And you conceded that once he has abandoned justice he has injustice and

is unjust.

S: I could hardly fail to realize that!

T: Therefore, his injustice or being-unjust is nothing.

S: You have caused me to know what I used to believe without knowing it.

T: I suppose you also already know why, even though injustice is nothing but

the absence of justice and being unjust is nothing but not having justice, it is

only after he has abandoned justice and not before he was given it that this

absence of justice is called injustice, and not having justice is being unjust, and

both are worthy of reproach. The reason is simply this: the absence of justice

is dishonorable only where there ought to be justice. For example, not having

a beard is not dishonorable for a man who is not yet supposed to have a beard,

but once he ought to have a beard it is unbecoming for him not to have one.

In the same way, not having justice is not a defect in a nature that is not ob-

ligated to have justice, but it is disgraceful for a nature that ought to have it.

And to whatever degree his being supposed to have a beard shows his manly

nature, to that degree his not having it disfigures his manly appearance.

S: I now understand quite well that injustice is nothing other than the ab-

sence of justice where there ought to be justice.

Chapter 17

Why an angel who abandoned justice cannot return to it

T: When we stipulated that only the will for happiness had been given to the

angel we discussed earlier, we saw that he could not will anything else.
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S: We saw that clearly.

T: Now that he has forsaken justice and retains only the will for happiness

that he had before, can the angel who abandoned justice return by his own

power to the will for justice, which he could not obtain before it was given to

him?

S: Far less so can he return to it now. After all, he could not have justice then

because of the way his nature had been created, whereas now he ought not to

have it because of his desert and his fault.

T: Then there is no way he can have justice from himself when he doesn’t

have it, since he cannot have it from himself either before he receives it or after

he has abandoned it.

S: He shouldn’t have anything from himself.

Chapter 18

In what sense the evil angel made himself unjust and the good made himself just;

and that the evil angel owes thanks to God for the goods he received and abandoned,

just as the good owes thanks for the goods he received and preserved

T: Isn’t there a sense in which, when he had justice, he was able to give him-

self justice?

S: How could he do that?

T: We use the word ‘make’ in many ways. For example,we say that we “make”

something when we make a thing exist, and also when we can make it not

exist but we refrain from doing so. And in this latter way he was able to give

himself justice, since he was able to take it away from himself and also able not

to take it away. In the same way, the one who remained steadfast in the truth

in which he was made did not make himself not have it, although he could

have; and thus he both gave himself justice and received all this from God. For

both angels received from God the having of justice, the ability to retain jus-

tice, and the ability to abandon it. God gave them this last ability so that they

could, in a certain sense, give justice to themselves. For if there was no sense

in which they were able to take away justice from themselves, there was also

no sense in which they were able to give it to themselves. Therefore, the one

who in this sense gave himself justice received from God the very fact that he

gave himself justice.

S: I see that they were able to give themselves justice by not taking it away

from themselves; but one angel gave it to himself, while another took it away

from himself.
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Notice,Anselm does not say that no will is evil (nullam voluntatem esse malam), since ob-

viously the devil’s will is evil. He says that no will is an evil (nullam voluntatem esse malum);

that is, every will, insofar as it has being, is a good.

T: Then do you see that each ought to give God equal thanks for his good-

ness, and that the devil is no less obligated to render God his due simply be-

cause he took away from himself what God gave him and was unwilling to

receive what God offered?

S: I see that.

T: So an evil angel always owes thanks to God for the happiness that he took

away from himself, just as a good angel always owes thanks for the happiness

that he gave himself.

S: That’s quite true.

T: I believe you realize that the only way God can make something unjust is

by not making an unjust thing just even though he can. For until someone has

received justice, he is neither just nor unjust; and once someone has received

justice, he does not become unjust unless he spontaneously* abandons justice.

Therefore, just as a good angel made himself just by not taking justice away

from himself even though he could, so also God makes an evil angel unjust by

not giving justice back to him even though he can.

S: That’s easy to see.

Chapter 19

That the will, insofar as it has being, is a good; and that no thing is an evil

T: Let’s return to our discussion of the will and recall what we discussed ear-

lier, namely, that before the will receives justice, the will for happiness is not

an evil but something good, no matter what it wills. It follows that when it

abandons the justice it received, if it is the same essence* it was before, it is

something good insofar as it has being; but insofar as the justice that was once

in it is no longer there, it is called evil and unjust. For if willing to be like God

were evil, the Son of God would not will to be like the Father; and if willing

the lowest pleasures were evil, the will of brute animals would be called evil.

But the will of the Son of God is not evil, since it is just; and the will of an

irrational animal is not called evil, since it is not unjust.

Hence, it follows that no will is an evil;84 on the contrary, every will is a good

insofar as it has being, since it is the work of God, and it is evil only insofar as

it is unjust. Now only two sorts of things are called evil: an evil will, and what-

ever is called evil on account of an evil will (for example, an evil human being
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or an evil action); therefore, nothing is more evident than that no thing is an

evil. Evil is nothing other than the absence of justice that has been forsaken,

either in a will or in some other thing on account of an evil will.

Chapter 20

In what sense God makes both evil wills and evil actions;

and in what sense they are received from him

S: Your disputation is constructed out of such true, necessary, and evident ar-

guments that I would see no argument that could undermine it, except that I

find it entails something I think should not be said, and I cannot see how that

conclusion could fail to be true if what you say is also true. For if willing to

be like God is not nothing or evil, but something good, it could be had only

from him from whom comes everything that is. Therefore, if an angel did not

have anything he did not receive, then whatever he had, he received from the

one from whom he had it. But what did he receive from God that God did

not give? Therefore, if he had the will to be like God, he had it because God

gave it to him.

T: How would it be surprising if we acknowledge that God gives an evil will

by not preventing it even though he can—especially since the power to will

anything at all is from him alone—in the same way in which God is said to

lead us into temptation when he does not free us from it?

S: Looked at in that way, it doesn’t seem absurd.

T: Now it is not unusual for us to speak of giving not only when someone

willingly hands something over but also when someone grudgingly lets it go.

So, since there is no giving without receiving, it is also not incongruous for us

to speak of receiving not only when someone accepts what has been handed

over but also when someone presumes to take what is unlawful.

S: What you say strikes me as neither incongruous nor unusual.

T: Then suppose we say that when the devil willed what he ought not, he

both received this from God, since God permitted it, and did not receive it

from God, since God did not consent. How would this be contrary to the

truth?

S: Nothing in that statement seems incompatible with the truth.

T: So when the devil turned his will to what he ought not, both that willing

and that turning were something, and nonetheless he had this something 

from no source other than God, since he could neither will anything nor

move his will unless permitted by God, who makes all natures, substantial* and
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accidental,* universal and individual. For insofar as the will and the turning or

movement of the will is something, it is good and is from God. But insofar as

the will lacks justice, which it ought not to be without, it is not an unquali-

fied* evil, but something evil; and its being evil is not from God, but from the

one who wills or moves his will. Injustice, after all, is an unqualified evil, since

it is nothing other than evil, which is nothing. By contrast, the nature in which

there is injustice is something evil, since it is something, and something dis-

tinct from injustice, which is evil and nothing. Therefore, that which is some-

thing is brought about by God and is from God, but that which is nothing,

that is, evil, is brought about by the unjust person and is from him.

S: Certainly we have to acknowledge that God brings about the natures of all

things. But who would grant that he brings about the individual actions of

perverse wills or the depraved movement of the will by which an evil will

moves itself?

T: What’s so surprising about our saying that God brings about the individ-

ual actions that are brought about by an evil will, since we acknowledge that

he brings about the individual substances that are brought about by an unjust

will and a dishonorable action?

S: I have no objection to make. I can’t deny that any given action is genuinely

something, and I refuse to say that anything that genuinely has some essence*
is not brought about by God. And this argument of yours in no way accuses

God or excuses the devil; in fact, it completely excuses God and accuses the

devil.

Chapter 21

That the evil angel could not foreknow that he was going to fall

But I would like to know whether the rebel angel foreknew that he was going

to abandon justice.

T: When you ask whether the angel who did not remain steadfast in the truth

foreknew that he was going to fall, it’s important to distinguish what sort of

knowledge you mean. If you’re asking about the knowledge that exists only

when something is understood through a conclusive argument, then I reply

emphatically that what can fail to be the case cannot be known, since what

can fail to be the case cannot be shown by any conclusive argument to be the

case. So it is clear that there was no way he could foreknow his own fall, which

was not necessarily going to happen. After all, suppose this fall was not going

to happen. Do you think he could have foreknown it if it was not going to

happen?
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Anselm takes up the issue at length in De concordia.

S: It seems that what can fail to happen in the future cannot be foreknown,

and that what is foreknown cannot fail to happen in the future. But I now re-

call that most celebrated question about divine foreknowledge and free

choice. For although it is so authoritatively asserted and so usefully held—so

much so that we should in no way doubt it because of any human reason-

ing—that divine foreknowledge and free choice are compatible with each

other, they nonetheless seem to be irreconcilably opposed as far as the reason-

ing goes by which we examine them. Hence, we see that many people who

consider this question are so inclined to one alternative that they entirely

abandon the other, dying as they sink beneath the waves of unbelief; many,

however, are tossed to and fro as if by opposing winds and are in danger of

maintaining contradictory opinions. Therefore, since it is agreed that there is

divine foreknowledge of all actions done by free choice and that none of them

is a matter of necessity, it still seems that what is foreknown can fail to happen

in the future.

T: For the time being I will reply briefly. God’s foreknowledge is not prop-

erly* called foreknowledge. To him, everything is always present, so he does

not have foreknowledge of what is future but simply knowledge of what is

present. So since the argument regarding foreknowledge of a future thing dif-

fers from that regarding knowledge of a present thing, divine foreknowledge

need not have the same implications as the foreknowledge we are asking about

now.

S: I agree.

T: Let’s return to the question at hand.

S: I’m happy to do as you say, but on the understanding that when I ask again

about the issue I just mentioned, you will not refuse to give me the answer

that God will deign to show you. For the resolution of that problem is ab-

solutely crucial, whether someone has already come up with it or will come

up with it in the future. I must admit that I have not yet read an argument

anywhere that was sufficient for me to understand how the problem is re-

solved—except in that divine authority that I believe without hesitation.

T: When we come to that question, if we do, we will have whatever success

God gives us.85 For now, however, since the argument given above shows that

the fallen angel could not foreknow his fall with the sort of foreknowledge

that depends upon a thing’s being necessary, listen to another argument that
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rules out any prior expectation of his fall not only through foreknowledge but

even through rational calculation or any suspicion.

S: I am eager to hear it.

T: If, while he was remaining steadfast in his good will, he foreknew that he

was going to fall, he either willed that this should happen, or he didn’t.

S: One of these must be true.

T: But if, along with his foreknowledge, he at some time had the will to fall,

he had already fallen in virtue of that evil will.

S: What you say is evident.

T: So it’s not the case that before his fall he knew he was going to fall and

also willed to fall.

S: No objection can be raised against your conclusion.

T: But if he foreknew he was going to fall and did not will it, then the more

he willed to remain steadfast, the more his distress made him wretched.

S: That can’t be denied.

T: And the more he willed to remain steadfast, the more just he was; and the

more just he was, the happier he deserved to be.

S: Undeniably so.

T: Therefore, if he knew he was going to fall but did not will his fall, then

the happier he deserved to be, the more wretched he actually was—and that’s

absurd.

S: I can’t deny that that follows, but we often recognize that this happens not

only without any absurdity but even in a praiseworthy way and through heav-

enly grace. For often—if I may mention a few things about the sufferings of

the just—the more just someone is, the more he is moved by compassion for

the plight of another. And we often see that someone who is more steadfast

in justice is more brutally persecuted by the unjust.

T: The case is not the same for human beings as it is for that angel. The

nature of human beings has now been made capable of suffering countless

misfortunes because of the sin of our first parent, and out of this capacity for

suffering, grace works incorruptibility for us in many ways. The angel, by

contrast, had not yet deserved to suffer any evil because of some previous

sin.

S: You have met my objection. It is obvious that this argument not only de-
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nies the evil angel foreknowledge of his fall but also eliminates any opinion

that he was going to fall.

T: And there is something else that I think shows convincingly that he did

not in any way conceive his future sin beforehand. Certainly he would have

conceived it as either coerced or spontaneous.* Now he would not have sup-

posed there was anything that might ever coerce him, and as long as he willed

to persevere in the truth he could in no way think he was going to abandon

it by his will alone. For it has already been shown that as long as he had an

upright will, he willed to persevere in that will.Therefore, as long as he willed

to persevere in retaining what he had, I can’t see any way he could have so

much as suspected that he was going to abandon it by his will alone, without

any additional cause playing a role. I don’t deny that he knew he could change

the will that he was retaining. I just mean that he could not have thought that

with no other cause acting upon him, he would ever spontaneously change

the will that he willed to persevere in retaining.

S: Anyone who attentively understands what you are saying will see clearly

that the evil angel could in no way know or think that he was going to do the

evil act that he did.

Chapter 22

That he knew he ought not to will that which he sinned by willing,

and that he knew he deserved punishment if he sinned

But I also want to you show whether he knew he ought not to will that which

he willed when he sinned.

T: You shouldn’t be in doubt about that if you think through what was said

earlier. For if he hadn’t known that he ought not to will that which he un-

justly willed, he wouldn’t have been aware that he ought to retain the will that

he abandoned. And so he would not have been just by retaining, or unjust by

abandoning, the justice that he would not have known. In fact, if he didn’t

know that he ought to be content with what he had received, he also could

not have refrained from willing to have more than he had. And finally, since

he was so rational that nothing prevented him from making use of reason, he

was not ignorant of what he ought to will and what he ought not to will.

S: I don’t see how your argument can be refuted, but even so, it seems to me

that it prompts a certain question: if he knew that he ought not to abandon

what he had received, surely he knew equally well that he would deserve pun-

ishment if he abandoned it. How, then, could someone who had received an

ineliminable will for happiness spontaneously* will that which would bring

him wretchedness?
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Psalm 36:6 (35:7).
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Romans 11:33.

Chapter 23

That he should not have known that he would be punished if he sinned

T: Just as it is certain that he must have known he would deserve punishment

if he sinned, so also he should not have known that he would be punished if

he sinned.

S: How did he not know that, if he was so rational that his rationality was not

prevented from knowing the truth, as ours is often prevented by the burden

of this corruptible body?

T: Because he was rational, he was able to understand that it would be just

for him to be punished if he sinned. But since God’s “judgments are a great

abyss”86 and “his ways are unsearchable,”87 the angel could not have known for

certain whether God would in fact do what he could justly do. Suppose some-

one were to say this:“There is no way the angel could have believed that God

would damn his own creature, which he had made out of his great goodness,

because of the creature’s fault—especially since there had been no example of

avenging justice prior to the angel’s injustice. And he would have been cer-

tain that God had so wisely established the number of those who were meant

to enjoy him that, just as it contained nothing superfluous, so also it would

have been incomplete if it had been reduced. He would have been certain,

too, that so outstanding a work of God would not remain incomplete in any

part. If human beings had already been created, he could not have known by

any reasoning that God was going to substitute human nature for the angelic

or angelic nature for the human if either fell, instead of each nature’s being re-

stored to the state in which it was created, to fill its own proper place and not

that of another. Or, if human beings had not yet been created, far less could

he have thought they were going to be created as a substitute for another na-

ture.” If someone were to say all this, is there anything unreasonable in it?

S: To me it seems reasonable rather than unreasonable.

T: Let’s return to what I had said, namely, that he should not have had this

knowledge, since if he had known this, he, as one who both willed and had

happiness, could not have spontaneously willed that which would make him

wretched. Therefore, he would not have been just for not willing what he

ought not, since he would not have been able to will it.

Now consider another argument about whether he should have had the

knowledge you’re asking about. If he had known he would be punished,

either he would have sinned or he wouldn’t.

BASIC WRITINGS206



S: One of those would have been the case.

T: If he sinned even though he had foreseen such punishment, and even

though he lacked nothing and there was nothing compelling him, he would

be that much more deserving of punishment.

S: Yes.

T: So this foreknowledge was not beneficial for him.

S: Indeed, foreknowing his punishment was not beneficial for one who was

going to sin.

T: Now if he hadn’t sinned, he would have refrained from sinning either by

his good will alone, or out of fear of punishment.

S: There’s no other possibility.

T: But he showed by his action that he would not have refrained from sin-

ning solely out of love for justice.

S: Undoubtedly.

T: But if he had refrained from sinning out of fear, he would not be just.

S: It is clear that he should not have known at all that the punishment now

inflicted upon him was going to follow his sin.

Chapter 24

That even the good angel should not have known this

Now we believe that both the angel who remained steadfast in the truth and

the angel who did not were endowed with equal knowledge when first cre-

ated. But I don’t see why this knowledge was denied to the angel whose good

will was so tenacious that it was sufficient for him to refrain from sinning.

T: Still, if he had foreknown this punishment, he neither could have nor

should have disregarded it.

S: So it seems.

T: Therefore, just as the love of justice was sufficient by itself for him not to

sin, so also his hatred of that punishment would have been sufficient by itself

for him not to sin.

S: Nothing could be clearer.

T: So there would have been two causes of his not sinning: one honorable

and useful, the other not honorable and useless: that is, the love of justice and
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the hatred of punishment. For it is not honorable not to sin solely out of ha-

tred of punishment, and hatred of punishment is useless for not sinning in a

case where the love of justice is sufficient by itself.

S: There’s no objection I could raise.

T: Then isn’t his perseverance more resplendently satisfactory when only one

cause of that perseverance is seen in him, a cause that is both useful and hon-

orable because it is spontaneous,* than if at the same time another cause were

to present itself, one that is useless and dishonorable because it is understood

to be necessary*?

S: What you are saying is so evident that I am now glad he didn’t know what

a little while ago I wanted him to have known—except that we can’t deny he

has that knowledge now, since thanks to the example of the angel who sinned

he can’t help having it.

Chapter 25

That even if the good angel is said to be no longer able to sin solely because he now

has this knowledge because of the fall of the devil, this is to his glory

T: Although both the good and the evil angel are now certain that such a

fault will be followed by such punishment, this knowledge is different in each,

the cause of the knowledge is not the same, and its result is different. For what

the evil angel knows by his own experience, the good angel learned solely by

someone else’s example.The evil angel knows it by one means, because he did

not persevere; the good angel knows it by another means, because he did per-

severe. Hence, just as the evil angel’s knowledge is to his discredit, since his not

persevering was blameworthy, so also the good angel’s knowledge is to his

glory, since his persevering was praiseworthy. So if the good angel is said to be

no longer able to sin solely because he has this knowledge, it is perfectly clear

that just as the knowledge itself, which was acquired by his praiseworthy 

perseverance, is glorious, so also the inability to sin that arises out of that glo-

rious knowledge is to his glory. Therefore, just as the evil angel deserves re-

proach for being unable to return to justice, so also the good angel deserves

praise for being unable to desert justice. For just as the evil angel cannot now

return to justice because he deserted it by his evil will alone, so also the good

angel is no longer able to desert justice because he remained in it by his 

good will alone. So it is clear that just as the evil angel’s punishment for sin is

his inability to recover what he abandoned, so also the good angel’s reward for

justice is his inability to abandon what he retained.

S: Your discussion of the good angel’s knowledge and his inability to sin

would be very appealing—if, as you say, it is because he persevered that the
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In Chapter 6.

good angel comes to have this knowledge and the inability to sin. But in fact

it seems that he acquired them, not because he persevered, but because the

rebel angel did not persevere.

T: If you’re right, the good angel can rejoice over the fall of the rebel angel

inasmuch as it was beneficial for him that the evil angel fell, since he acquired

this knowledge—in virtue of which he can no longer sin or be wretched—

not because of his own good deserts, but because of someone else’s evil

deserts. And all of that is wildly absurd.

S: The more absurd it seems—as you point out—that the fall of the sinful

angel was advantageous for the angel who remained steadfast, the more nec-

essary it is for you to show that the good angel did not receive the knowledge

in question because the evil angel sinned.

T: You must not say that the good angel attained this knowledge because the

evil one sinned, but rather that he attained this knowledge through the example

of the fallen angel because the evil angel sinned. For if neither had sinned, God

would have given both the same knowledge by some other means because of

the merit of their perseverance, without the example of anyone’s fall. After all,

no one will say that God could not have given his angels this knowledge by

some other means. Therefore, since the evil angel sinned, God used his exam-

ple to teach the good angel what he was going to teach anyway: not on ac-

count of some lack of power, because he could not teach it in any other way,

but through that greater power of his through which he was able to bring

good out of evil, so that no evil would remain disordered in the realm of all-

powerful wisdom.

S: What you say is very appealing.

T: And so it is evident that even if the good angel were no longer able to sin

solely because he knows that the sin of the evil angel was met with punish-

ment, even so, this inability would not diminish his praiseworthiness but

would be the reward for his having preserved justice. But you know, because

it became clear earlier,88 that the reason he cannot sin is that by the merit of

his perseverance he has come to the point where he no longer sees what more

he could will.

S: I haven’t forgotten any of what we found out earlier through the investi-

gations of reason.
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Chapter 26

What it is we fear when we hear the word ‘evil’, and what causes the deeds 

that injustice is said to cause, given that injustice and evil are nothing

But even though you have answered all my questions, there is something else

I’m eager for you to explain. Since evil is nothing, what is it we fear when we

hear the word ‘evil’? And what causes the deeds that injustice, which is an evil,

seems to cause, for example, in a robber or a lustful person?

T: I will answer you briefly.The evil that is injustice is always nothing; but the

evil that is misfortune is undoubtedly sometimes nothing, as in the case of

blindness, and sometimes something, as in the case of sadness and pain. And

we always hate the misfortune that is something. So when we hear the word

‘evil’, we do not fear the evil that is nothing, but the evil that is something,

which follows from the absence of good. For many misfortunes that are evil

and are something follow from injustice and blindness, which are evil and are

nothing; and it is the former that we fear when we hear the word ‘evil’.

Now when we say that injustice causes robbery, or that blindness causes some-

one to fall into a ditch, we must in no way understand this to mean that injus-

tice or blindness causes something; rather, it means that if there had been justice

in the will and sight in the eyes, neither the robbery nor the fall into the ditch

would have happened. It’s like when we say that the absence of the rudder drives

the ship into the rocks or that the absence of the reins causes the horse to run

wild; that simply means that if there had been a rudder on the ship and reins for

the horse, the winds would not have driven the ship and the horse would not

have run wild. For in the same way that a ship is controlled by the rudder and a

horse by the reins, the human will is governed by justice and the feet by vision.

S: You have so thoroughly put my mind at rest concerning the evil that is in-

justice that every difficulty about it that used to trouble me has been cleared

up. For this evil seems to generate a difficulty: if it were an essence,* it would

be from God, since it is necessary that whatever is something is from him, and

it is impossible that sin or injustice be from him. But I see that there is noth-

ing threatening to a correct faith if the evil that is misfortune should some-

times be something.

Chapter 27

From what source evil entered the angel who used to be good

But don’t grow weary of giving brief answers to my foolish questions, so that

I might know how to answer those who ask the same thing. After all, it’s not

always easy to respond wisely to someone who asks a foolish question. So I

ask this: from what source did the evil that is called injustice or sin first enter

the angel who had been created just?
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T: You tell me: from what source does nothing enter something?

S: Nothing neither enters nor goes away.

T: Then why do you ask from what source injustice entered, given that in-

justice is nothing?

S: Because when justice departs from where it was, we say that injustice

comes in.

T: Then use the clearer and more proper* expression, and ask about the de-

parture of justice. For often an apt question makes for an easier answer, while

an inept question make the answer more difficult.

S: Then why did justice depart from the just angel?

T: If you want to speak properly, justice did not depart from the angel; rather,

the angel abandoned justice by willing what he ought not to will.

S: Why did he abandon justice?

T: In saying that he abandoned it by willing what he ought not, I indicate

clearly both why and how he abandoned it. He abandoned justice because he

willed what he ought not to will, and he abandoned it by willing what he

ought not to will.

S: Why did he will what he ought not?

T: No cause preceded this will, except that he was able to will.

S: Did he will it because he was able to will it?

T: No, because the good angel was likewise able to will it, but he didn’t. No

one wills what he can will simply because he can, with no other cause, al-

though no one ever wills anything unless he can will it.

S: Then why did he will it?

T: Simply because he willed it. For there was no other cause by which his will

was in any way incited or attracted. Instead, his will was its own efficient cause,

if I may put the matter that way, and its own effect.

Chapter 28

That the power to will what he ought not was always good,

and that willing itself is good with respect to its essence

S: If that power to will, and the willing itself, were something, they were good

and were from God.

T: Both were something. The power indeed was something good, a sponta-

neous* gift of God, whereas the willing was good according to its essence* but

bad in that it was done unjustly—and yet it was from God, since whatever is
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something comes from God. Indeed, any given person has from God not only

what God spontaneously gives him, but also what he steals unjustly with God’s

permission. And just as God is said to do what he permits to be done, so also

he is said to give what he permits to be stolen. Therefore, since it was with

God’s permission that the angel stole his exercise of the power God had spon-

taneously given him, he had this exercise of power—which is nothing other

than the willing itself—from God. For willing is nothing other than exercis-

ing the power to will, just as speaking is nothing other than exercising the

power to speak.89
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LETTER ON THE INCARNATION OF THE WORD

TO THE LORD and father of the whole church in pilgrimage on earth, the

Supreme Pontiff Urban:1 brother Anselm, in his life a sinner, by his habit a

monk, by the command or permission of God called bishop of the see of Can-

terbury, offers due submission with humble service and fervent prayers.

1 Because divine providence chose Your Holiness, to whom God entrusted

the guardianship of Christian faith and life and the governance of his church,

there is no one to whom one might more properly appeal if anything con-

trary to Catholic faith arises in the church, so that it might be corrected by

your authority; nor is there anyone to whom one might more properly show

a response to such error, so that it might be examined by your sound judg-

ment. Therefore, just as there is no one to whom I can more fittingly address

this letter, so too there is no one to whom I would more gladly send it than

Your Wisdom, so that if anything in it requires amendment, it will be cor-

rected by your censure, and if anything in it hews to the rule of truth, it will

be reinforced by your authority.

When I was still abbot in the monastery at Bec, a certain clergyman2 in

France ventured this assertion:“If in God the three persons are just one thing

and not three things (each person a thing in himself taken separately, like three

angels or three souls, but such that they are altogether the same in will and

power), then the Father and the Holy Spirit were incarnate along with the

Son.”When this claim had made its way to me, I began a letter in opposition

to this error; but when it was only partly written I decided it was not worth

finishing, thinking there was no need, since the one against whom it was writ-

ten had himself abjured his error at the council convened by Rainaldus, the

venerable Archbishop of Rheims—and also because I could not imagine that

anyone would not realize he was in error. But unbeknownst to me, some of

my brothers transcribed the part of the letter that I had written and gave it to

others to read. I point this out so that if anyone comes across that part, he will

leave it aside as incomplete and not fully worked out (although there is
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Daniel 2:34–35.

4
Ephesians 5:8.

nothing false in it), and instead seek out this letter, where I have more dili-

gently undertaken and completed what I undertook there. For after I had

been seized and held for the episcopate in England by I know not what

arrangement of God, I heard that the originator of the aforementioned nov-

elty was persisting in his error, saying that he had abjured his statement only

because he was afraid of being killed by the people.

For this reason, therefore, certain brothers compelled me by their requests to

answer the question by which this fellow had been so exercised that he

thought there was no way he could escape from it without becoming entan-

gled with either an incarnation of God the Father and the Holy Spirit or a

multiplication of gods. I plead this as my excuse, lest anyone should think I

was so arrogant as to suppose that the Christian faith in all its strength required

the help of my defense. Indeed, if I, a trivial and inconsiderable fellow, should

try to write something to add strength and support to the Christian faith,

when there are so many holy and wise people all over the world, I would in-

deed be judged arrogant and could appear worthy of ridicule. For if other

people were to see me well-supplied with stakes and ropes and other things,

by which we often secure and steady things that are wavering, working to

strengthen Mount Olympus so that no force would shake it or cause it to fall,

it would be amazing if they could contain their laughter and derision. How

much more so, then, with that “stone” that was “cut out of the mountain with-

out hands and struck and crushed the statue” that Nebuchadnezzar saw in his

dream,which has now become “a great mountain that filled the whole earth.”3

If I should try to support it with my arguments and steady it, as if it were wa-

vering, so many holy and wise people who rejoice that they are secure upon

its eternal steadfastness could grow angry with me and attribute my efforts not

to sober-minded diligence but to frivolous self-aggrandizement. So if in this

letter I have engaged in disputation concerning the steadfastness of our faith,

it is not in order to strengthen that faith, but to satisfy the requests of the

brethren who required this of me.

But if that man who put forward the aforementioned view has, by God’s cor-

rection, returned to the truth, let him by no means suppose that I am saying

anything against him in this letter, since he is no longer what he once was. For

if he was “once darkness, but is now light in the Lord,”4 the darkness that no

longer exists does not require rebuke, but rather the light that now is shining

deserves approval. Nevertheless, whether he has yet returned to the light or

not, since I understand that many are troubled by this same question, even if
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their faith conquers the reasoning that they think contradicts the faith, I do

not think it is wasted effort to dissolve the contradiction.

But before I speak to this question, I shall preface a few words in order to

curb the presumption of those who with abominable insolence dare to raise

as an objection to one of the articles of the Christian faith the fact that they

cannot grasp it by their own intellect.With witless arrogance they judge that

what they cannot understand is in no way possible, rather than acknowledg-

ing in humble wisdom that many things are possible that they are unable to

comprehend. Indeed, no Christian ought to argue that something the

Catholic Church believes with her heart and confesses with her lips5 is not

true. Instead, always holding that same faith unswervingly, loving it, and living

in accordance with it, a Christian ought to seek the reason of its truth as

humbly as he can. If he is capable of understanding, let him give thanks to

God. If he is not, let him not brandish his horns to scatter,6 but instead let him

bow his head in reverent submission.

For human wisdom trusting in itself can more quickly tear out its own horns

by brandishing them than it can roll this stone by pushing. For as soon as some

people have begun to produce, as it were, horns of self-confident knowl-

edge—not realizing that if someone thinks he knows something, he has not

yet understood in what way he ought to know7—they often presume to rise

to the very loftiest questions of the faith before they have developed spiritual

wings through the firmness of their faith.This is how it comes about that they

absurdly attempt to climb up through their understanding to those things that

first require the ladder of faith: as Scripture says,“Unless you believe, you will

not understand.”8 And when they do this, they are compelled to fall into

manifold errors because their intellect fails them. For it is obvious that they do

not have the firmness of faith, given that they raise objections against the truth
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of that faith, which has been made firm by the holy fathers, simply because

they cannot themselves understand what they believe. It is as if bats and owls,

which see the sky only at night, should dispute about the midday sun with ea-

gles, who behold the sun itself with unflinching eyes.

So first our heart must be cleansed by faith; Scripture describes God as

“cleansing their hearts by faith.”9 And first our eyes must be enlightened by

our keeping the Lord’s commandments, since “the command of the Lord is

bright, enlightening the eyes.”10 And first we ought to become little children

through our humble obedience to the testimonies of God, in order that we

might learn the wisdom that the testimony of the Lord gives, for “the testi-

mony of the Lord is sure, giving wisdom to little children.”11 This is why the

Lord says, “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hid-

den these things from the learned and wise, and have revealed them to little

children.”12 First, I say, we must set aside the things of the flesh and live ac-

cording to the spirit. Only then can we investigate perceptively the deep

things of faith. For someone who lives according to the flesh is carnal or sen-

sual. Of such a person Scripture says that “the sensual man does not perceive

the things that are of the Spirit of God”;13 but one who “by the Spirit puts to

death the deeds of the flesh”14 is made spiritual, and of him we read that “the

spiritual man judges all things, and he himself is judged by no one.”15 For it is

true that the more abundantly we take nourishment in Holy Scripture from

those things that feed us through obedience, the more acutely we are brought

to those things that satisfy us through understanding. Indeed, someone who

ventures to say,“I have more understanding than all my teachers,” is speaking

in vain unless he is bold to add, “because your testimonies are my medita-

tion.”16 And someone who proclaims, “I have more understanding than my

elders,” is lying unless he is well-acquainted with what follows:“because I have

sought out your commandments.”17 There is no room for doubt about what

I say: one who has not believed will not understand. For one who has not be-

lieved will not experience, and one who has not experienced will not know.

For as much as experiencing a thing is superior to hearing about it, so much
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does the knowledge of someone who has experience surpass that of someone

who merely hears.

And not only is the mind forbidden to rise to understanding higher things

apart from faith and obedience to God’s commandments, but understanding

once granted is taken away and faith itself is destroyed if one does not take care

to preserve a good conscience. For the Apostle says of certain people, “Al-

though they had known God, they did not glorify him as God or give thanks;

but their thoughts became empty, and their foolish hearts were darkened.”18

And when he commanded Timothy to “fight the good fight,” he spoke of

“preserving faith and a good conscience, which some have rejected and suf-

fered shipwreck regarding the faith.”19 Let no one, therefore, be in a hurry to

plunge into the thicket of divine questions unless he has first sought in firm-

ness of faith the weight of good character and wisdom, lest he should run

carelessly and frivolously along the many side-roads of sophistries and be

snared by some obstinate falsehood.

And since everyone ought to be admonished to approach questions con-

cerning Holy Scripture as cautiously as possible, those dialecticians—or

rather, heretics of dialectic—in our own day who suppose that universal sub-

stances are nothing but empty air,20 who cannot understand color to be any-

thing but body or human wisdom to be anything but the soul, ought to be

blown far away from any engagement with spiritual questions. Indeed, in their

souls, reason—which ought to be the ruler and judge of everything in a

human being—is so covered up by bodily imaginations that it cannot extri-

cate itself; their reason cannot discriminate between those bodily imaginations

and the things that ought to be contemplated by reason itself, alone and un-

mixed. For they do not yet even understand how the plurality of human be-

ings in the species are one human being. How, then, will they comprehend

how the plurality of persons in that most hidden and most exalted nature—

each of whom individually is perfect God—are one God? Their minds are

too dark to distinguish between a horse and its color. How, then, will they dis-

tinguish between the one God and his several relations? And finally, they can-

not understand how something can be human without being an individual;

there is no way they will understand anything to be human unless it is a

human person, since every individual human being is a person. How, then, will

they understand that the Word assumed human being but did not assume a

person: that is, that the Word assumed another nature, not another person?
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I have said these things so that no one will venture to investigate the most

exalted questions concerning the faith before he is ready—or so that if he

does venture to do so, the difficulty or impossibility of understanding them

will not dislodge him from the truth to which he has held fast by faith. Now

we must come to the matter on account of which I have undertaken to write

this.

2 This fellow who is said to claim that the three persons are like three an-

gels or three souls says this (so I hear):“The pagans defend their law, the Jews

defend their law, so we Christians ought also to defend our faith.” Let us hear

how this Christian defends his faith. He says,“If the three persons are just one

thing and not three things (each person a thing in himself taken separately, like

three angels or three souls, but such that they are altogether the same in will

and power), then the Father and the Holy Spirit were incarnate along with

the Son.” Look at what this fellow says, at how this Christian defends his faith.

Surely he either intends to acknowledge three gods or else does not under-

stand what he is saying. Now if he acknowledges three gods, he is not a Chris-

tian. And if he affirms what he does not understand, no one should believe

him. The reply to this man should not be made using the authority of Holy

Scripture, since either he does not believe Scripture or he interprets it in some

perverse sense: for what does Holy Scripture say any more clearly than that

there is one and only one God? Instead, his error should be exposed on the

basis of reason, which he tries to use to defend himself. Now in order to do

this more easily and concisely, I will speak only of the Father and the Son,

since these two persons are clearly distinguished from one another by their

own proper designations. The name “Holy Spirit,” after all, is not foreign to

the Father and the Son, since both of them are spirit and both are holy. But

what we will find in the case of the Father and the Son regarding the unity of

substance and plurality of persons, we will recognize in the case of all three

persons, without any room for doubt.

So let him say, “If the two persons, the Father and the Son, are not two

things.” Let us ask first what he means by ‘two things’.We do after all believe

that each person is that which is common to both and is also that which is

proper to himself. The person of the Father is God, which is common to him

and the Son, and is also Father, which is proper to him. Similarly, the person

of the Son is God, which is common to him and the Father, and is also Son,

which is said only of this person. So in these two persons one feature is com-

mon, namely God, and two features are proper, namely Father and Son. All

those features that are common to them—for example, omnipotent, eter-

nal—are understood in the meaning of the one common term ‘God’. And the

features that are proper to the individual persons—as begetter or begetting is

proper to the Father, and Word or begotten to the Son—are signified by these
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two names,‘Father’ and ‘Son’. So when he says that these two persons are two

things, I want to know what he is calling two things: what is common to

them, or the individual characteristics that are proper to the individual per-

sons. Now if he is saying that the two proper characteristics (namely, Father

and Son) are two things, but in such a way that what is common is just one

thing and not more than one, there was no point in saying that, since no

Christian professes that the Father and the Son are just one thing in terms of

these proper characteristics, but two things. After all, we typically apply the

word ‘thing’ to whatever we say is something in any way, and when we say

‘Father’ or ‘Son’ of God, we are saying something of God. And everyone

knows that in God the Father is not the Son and the Son is not the Father,

even though in one human being a father is a son and a son is a father, if one

and the same human being is both a father and a son. The reason for this is

that in God ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ are said as opposites, whereas in one human

being they are not said in opposition to each other—rather, he is said to be a

father with respect to a different son and a son with respect to a different

father.

So in this way there is nothing to prevent our saying that the two persons,

the Father and the Son, are two things, provided that we understand what sort

of things they are. The Father and the Son are two things in such a way that

what we understand in these two things is not their substance but their rela-

tions. But this fellow makes it clear by what he says next that this is not the

way in which he understands the two persons to be two things. For when he

says, “If the three persons are just one thing and not three things” he adds,

“each person a thing in himself taken separately.” He seems to mean ‘sepa-

rately’ in a way that makes it impossible for the Father and the Son both to be

present at the same time in the same human being. This, he thinks, is the only

way to keep the Father from sharing the Son’s Incarnation. For he does not

see how, if one believes that there is one and only one God who is Father and

Son, the Father and the Son can be separated in such a way that they are not

both in the same human being at the same time, in virtue of the separateness

by which being the Father and being the Son are distinct, given that father-

hood and sonship are distinct from one another. Therefore, either he is speak-

ing of some other way in which the Father is separate from the Son, other

than the separateness in terms of their being Father and Son to each other

through their proper characteristics—since he does not understand that their

being separate in this way is enough to make Incarnation foreign to the Fa-

ther; indeed, he thinks that if the Father and the Son exist at the same time, it

follows that the Father shares the Son’s Incarnation—or else he is talking

about that very separateness, in which case he is wasting his efforts, since as I

have already said, the Christian faith does understand the Father and the Son

to be two things in precisely this sense.
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Now when he says,“like three angels or three souls,” he shows quite clearly

that he is not talking in terms of the separation or plurality that exists in them

on account of their proper characteristics. Clearly we do not say of numeri-

cally one thing that it is two angels or two souls, nor do we say of two angels

or two souls that they are numerically one anything, in the way that we do say

of numerically one God that he is both Father and Son and of the Father and

Son that they are numerically one God. For we believe and say that God is

Father and God is Son, and conversely, that the Father is God and the Son is

God. And yet we do not believe or say that there is more than one God, but

rather that there is numerically one God as a nature, even though the Father

and the Son are not one, but two. For we call something an angel or a soul ac-

cording to substance, not according to relation. For although the name ‘angel’

is taken from the angels’ function (‘angel’ means ‘messenger’), we use it to in-

dicate the substance, just as we use ‘soul’ for a species of substance. He shows

that he understands this by saying, “like three angels or three souls,” without

differentiating the two cases. And so what he means is the sort of plurality or

separateness that a plurality of angels or souls have, that is, the sort that a plu-

rality of substances have. He seems to indicate this meaning quite clearly when

he adds,“but such that they are altogether the same in will and power,” since

he is understanding will and power in this plurality of things in the same way

as in a plurality of angels or souls. And that makes no sense if one is thinking

of the divine persons as a plurality of things in accordance with the proper

characteristics of the persons, not in accordance with what is said of them in

common. After all, there is no will or power belonging to the Father or to the

Son according to their proper characteristics—that is, according to fatherhood

or sonship—but only according to the substance of the Godhead that is com-

mon to them both. Therefore, if he means that the three persons are three

things in accordance with those proper characteristics, it is clear how unnec-

essary it was for him to say this; when he goes on to add,“like three angels or

three souls,” it is also clear how absurd his words are.

3 But if he is saying that the persons are two things according to that which

is common to them—that is, as each of them individually and the two of

them at once are one perfect God—then I must first ask whether he is a

Christian. I believe he will reply that he is. So then he believes that there is

one God, and that this one God is three persons, that is, Father, Son, and Holy

Spirit, and that only the person of the Son was incarnate, although with the

cooperation of the other two persons. But someone who believes these things

also affirms that someone who sets out to make any claims that contradict

them is not a Christian. So if this fellow believes these things, he also denies

that someone who argues against them is a Christian. Now let us see whether

this fellow is trying to undermine this faith.
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When he says (I will continue to speak just of two persons, meaning what I

say to be understood as applying to all three),“If the two persons are one thing

and not two, like two angels or two souls, it follows that the Father too was

incarnate if the Son was incarnate,” I take it that his reasoning goes like this:

If God is numerically one and the same thing, and that very thing is the Father

and is also the Son, how can it be that the Father is not incarnate as well, given

that the Son is incarnate? Clearly an affirmation and its negation are not both

true of one and the same thing at one and the same time. But it is perfectly fine

to affirm something of one thing and deny it of another thing at one and the

same time. For it is not the case that one and the same Peter both is an apostle

and is not an apostle. Even if we speak of that one person by two different

names, and say of him under one name that he is an apostle and under another

name that he is not—for example, “Peter is an apostle” and “Simon is not an

apostle”—it is not the case that both statements are true; one of them is false.

By contrast, it is possible for “Peter is an apostle” and “Stephen is not an apos-

tle” both to be true, since Peter and Stephen are two different people. So if the

Father and the Son are numerically one thing and not two distinct things, it is

not true that something ought to be affirmed of the Son and denied of the Fa-

ther or affirmed of the Father and denied of the Son. Therefore, whatever the

Father is, the Son is too; and what is said of the Son should not be denied of the

Father. But the Son was incarnate, so the Father too was incarnate.

But if this reasoning is sound, the heresy of Sabellius21 is true. For if whatever

is said of one person is said of another, on the grounds that the two persons

are one thing, it follows that because ‘Son’ and ‘Word’ and ‘begotten’ are said

of the Son, they must also be said of the Father. And just as the Father is Fa-

ther and Begetter and Unbegotten, these things must also be said of the Son.

And if that is the case, the Father is not distinct from the Son nor the Son from

the Father. Therefore, they are not two persons, but one. After all, the reason

they are said to be two persons is that the Father and the Son are believed to

be distinct from one another, assuming that God is both Father and Son. For

a father is always the father of someone, and a son is always the son of some-

one; but a father is never his own father, and a son is never his own son.

Rather, a father is distinct from the one whose father he is, and similarly a son

is distinct from the one whose son he is. Hence, if, in God, the Father and the

one whose Father he is are not distinct, and if the Son and the one whose Son

he is are not distinct, it is false to say of God that he is Father or Son. For if
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there is not in God someone distinct from the Father whose Father he is, God

cannot be a Father. And similarly, if there is not in God someone distinct from

the Son whose Son he is, God cannot be a Son. And from that it will follow

that there is no basis for speaking of two persons in God: for we speak of two

persons on the grounds that God is a Father and God is a Son, and a father is

always distinct from a son.

So do you see how our faith is destroyed by the opinion of this fellow who

supposes that if the plurality of persons in God are one thing and not a plu-

rality of things, it follows that the Father was incarnate along with the Son? If

this inference of his is correct, then what follows is not only what I have al-

ready said about the Father and the Son, but such extensive confounding of

all three persons that whatever is said properly of any one of them must be

said of all three in common. Consequently there will be no basis for distin-

guishing from one another the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit who pro-

ceeds from the Father and the Son, as I have shown in the case of the Father

and the Son. Nor will there be any relation in God, since there is no relation

in God other than that in accordance with which the persons are distin-

guished one from another. Therefore, there will not be a plurality of persons.

For on the supposition that one thing is three persons, either what he says does

not follow, or else everything I have said follows—for the strength of the in-

ference is similar in each case.Why, then, does he proceed to the Incarnation,

as if that alone raised a difficulty, and not say instead,“If the three persons are

one thing, they are not three persons”? After all, he can raise the question in-

dependently of the Incarnation no less aptly than he can raise it on the basis

of the Incarnation.

4 On the other hand, if he means to assert outright that the three persons,

insofar as each is God, are not one thing, but three things, each person in him-

self a thing as three angels are, then it is unmistakably clear that he is setting

up three gods. Perhaps, though, he was not the one who said, “like three an-

gels or three souls,” but merely affirmed that the three persons are three things,

without adding any comparison, and the man who sent me his question of-

fered this comparison on his own.Why, then, is he fooled—or why does he

fool others—by this word ‘thing’, given that the word ‘God’ signifies this very

thing? Surely he will either deny that God is that thing in which we profess

that there are three persons—indeed, that thing that we profess to be three

persons—or else, if he does not deny this, it follows that he must affirm that

the persons are not one God but three gods, just as he claims that they are not

one thing but three things. I leave it to Christians to judge how impious these

claims are.

But he will reply,“My saying ‘three things’ does not compel me to acknowl-

edge three gods, since these three things together are one God.” To this we

BASIC WRITINGS222



say: Therefore, each of these three things—that is, each person—is not God;

instead, God is composed of three things.Therefore, the Father is not God, the

Son is not God, and the Holy Spirit is not God, since ‘God’ must not be said

of any one person or of two, but only of all three persons named together. And

that likewise is impious. For if that is the case, God is not a simple nature but

is composed of parts.Yet anyone who has a simple understanding, one that is

not overloaded by a surfeit of phantasms, understands that simple things as

such are superior to composites as such, since necessarily every composite can

be divided either in reality or in the understanding. Such division is unintel-

ligible in the case of simple things, since no intellect can divide up into parts

something that cannot be conceived to have parts. Therefore, if God is com-

posed of three things, either no nature is simple, or there is some nature that

is in one respect superior to God’s nature—and it is no great mystery just how

false both of these alternatives are. Even if this fellow belongs to those mod-

ern dialecticians who believe that nothing exists apart from what they can

grasp through their imaginations, and he does not think there is anything that

has no parts, he will at least not deny that he understands that if there were

something that could not be dissolved either in reality or in the understand-

ing, it would be greater than what can be dissolved, even if only in the under-

standing. And so if every composite can be dissolved, at least in thought, when

he says that God is composite, he is saying that he can understand something

greater than God. So his understanding passes beyond God, which no under-

standing can do.

5 But let us see what he adds as if to drive away the absurdity that seems to

result if these three persons are three things: “but such that there is one will

and power of these three things.” Here we must ask whether these three things

are of divine nature insofar as they are understood separately from each other,

or in accordance with their common will and power, or neither only in ac-

cordance with what they possess individually nor only in accordance with

what is common to them, but in accordance with both at once. Clearly if they

possess deity in accordance with what they are separately, they are three gods.

In that case, they can be understood [to be gods] apart from their will and

power, since proper characteristics are always understood as distinct from com-

mon characteristics and vice versa. But in fact the divine nature can in no way

be understood apart from will and power.

Now if the persons taken singly or two at a time or all three at once are God

in accordance with their one will and power, what are these three separate

things doing there? For some other thing would have to bring them together

into the unity of the Godhead, and they would not be sufficient for perfec-

tion or for any contribution to God’s existence. After all, if one will and power

is sufficient for God’s perfection, what are these three things that God needs,
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and for what purpose does he need them? For we believe that God needs

nothing. So it is pointless to conceive of these three things in God.

And if it is not just these three things, and not just the one will and power

but all these taken together that compose God, I will note again that God is a

composite, and that things that are not in themselves God or gods compose

God. Or if he says that these three things bear the name ‘God’ in virtue of their

power or will, as a human being is called ‘king’ in virtue of his royal power,

then ‘God’ is not the name of a substance; rather, those three whatever-they-

ares are called three ‘gods’ accidentally,* in the way that three human beings

who have the same royal power are called three ‘kings’. Three human beings,

after all, cannot be one king. And there is no need to point out how blasphe-

mous all this is.

I would need to fill a sizeable volume if I undertook to write out all the ab-

surdities and impieties that result if indeed it follows that if one divine person

is incarnate, the other two must also be incarnate, on the grounds that those

three persons are one thing in accordance with what we say in common of all

three; or if, because only the Son was incarnate, it follows that the three per-

sons are three separate things, as this fellow against whom I am writing sup-

poses. Therefore, it is clear that he ought not to be eager to engage in disputes

about profound matters, and especially about those in which error is danger-

ous.

6 But perhaps he will say to me:“You think the conclusions you draw fol-

low necessarily if I am right about the inferences I make. But the inferences I

make seem just as necessary to me as yours do to you. So show that my con-

clusions do not in fact follow, and then I will acknowledge with you that

nothing absurd follows if the Son alone was incarnate or if the three persons

are one thing. If you fail to show this, you do not solve the problem but merely

compound it by joining me in proving that many absurdities follow from these

assumptions. And if those absurd conclusions must be rejected, both of us

equally ought to conclude that if only the Son was incarnate, the three per-

sons are not one thing, and that if they are one thing, all three were equally

incarnate.”

It is therefore incumbent upon me to show in what respect he is mistaken,

and how it does not follow that if the Son alone was incarnate, the three per-

sons are three separate things, or that if the three persons are one thing, all

three were incarnate. Now the fact that God is both one, single, individual, and

simple* nature* and also three persons has been set forth by the unassailable

arguments of the holy fathers, and especially of blessed Augustine, following

the apostles and evangelists. And if anyone will think it worth his while to read

my two little works, the Monologion and Proslogion, which I wrote mainly so

that what we hold by faith concerning the divine nature and persons, leaving
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aside the Incarnation, could be proved by necessary reasons, independently of

the authority of Scripture—if, I say, anyone should be willing to read these

works, I think he will find in them discussions of this matter that he will not

be able to refute and will not wish to belittle. If in those books I have said any-

thing that I did not read elsewhere (or do not remember having read else-

where) as a reply on behalf of our faith to those who refuse to believe what

they do not understand, and ridicule those who do believe, or to assist the de-

vout inquiry of those who humbly seek to understand what they most stead-

fastly believe, I do not think I should be reproached in any way. For I have not

said it as if I were teaching something that our teachers did not know or cor-

recting something they did not say well, but as saying something that they

were silent about—something that nevertheless does not contradict what they

said, but harmonizes with it. But to save those who read this letter the trou-

ble of looking into those other writings in order to know, not just by faith but

by evident argument, that the three persons are not three gods but only one,

and yet that God’s being incarnate according to one person does not necessi-

tate his being incarnate according to the others, I will say something here that

I think will be sufficient to refute the opinion of this self-styled defender of

our faith.

He says explicitly that either the Father and the Holy Spirit were incarnate

along with the Son, or else the three persons are three separate things—

separate to so great a degree, in his estimation, that neither the Father nor the

Holy Spirit is in the Son. After all, if the other two persons are in the Son and

the Son is in a human being, they too are in that human being. Hence, since

the three persons are all in one and the same human being, he thinks it fol-

lows that if they are one thing, there is no way for the person of the Son to

be incarnate in that human being apart from the other two persons. He does

not, however, deny that there are three persons or that the Son was incarnate.

Now as was shown above, if the three persons are three separate things, either

it follows that there are three gods, or else the other absurdities I have already

discussed are true. Therefore, with the help of the one and only God, I will

now show briefly, first, that even if there are three gods, that will not help avert

an incarnation of the Father and the Holy Spirit (which he thinks we can

avoid only by positing a multitude of gods), and second, that there is only one

God, not more than one. Then I will make it clear that although the one God

is three persons, the incarnation of one person not only does not necessitate

the incarnation of the others but in fact makes their incarnation impossible.

7 It belongs to the divine nature to be always and everywhere in such a way

that nothing is ever or anywhere without its presence. If this were not so, it

would by no means have power everywhere and always, and what does not

have power everywhere and always is in no way God. For even if he says that
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it is not the divine substance, but its power, that is everywhere and always, he

will still not deny that power is either accidental* or substantial* with respect

to the divine nature. Power is certainly not accidental with respect to God,

since every substance can either exist or be understood without its accident,

whereas God can neither exist nor be understood without power.Yet if power

is substantial with respect to God, it is either a part of his essence* or the very

same thing that is his whole essence. Now it is not a part, since, as was said

above, that which has parts can be dissolved either in reality or in the under-

standing, and that is altogether alien to God. Therefore, the being of God and

of his power are one and the same. And so, just as God’s power is always and

everywhere, so too whatever God is is everywhere and always. Therefore,

when the aforesaid self-styled defender of our faith says that there are three

gods, he cannot show how they are separate in the way that he thinks is nec-

essary in order to save the Father and the Holy Spirit from being incarnate.

So this multiplicity of gods cannot help him defend the Father and the Holy

Spirit from being incarnate, since in his multiplying of gods we cannot find

the distinction without which, on his own view, such a defense cannot suc-

ceed at all.

8 Here is a straightforward argument for the conclusion that there is only

one God, and not more than one: either God is not the supreme Good, or

there are many supreme Goods, or there is only one God and not more than

one. Now no one denies that God is the supreme Good, since whatever is less

than something else is in no way God, and whatever is not the supreme Good

is less than something else, since it is less than the supreme Good. And clearly

the supreme Good does not admit plurality within itself in such a way that

there are several* supreme Goods. For if there are several supreme Goods, they

are equal; but the supreme Good is the one that so surpasses other goods that

it has neither superior nor peer. Therefore, there is one and only one supreme

Good. So there are not several gods, but one and only one God, just as there

is one and only one supreme Good. And the same reasoning that applies to

the supreme Good proves also that one cannot in any way speak of more than

one supreme substance or essence or nature.

9 Though this one and only God is three persons—Father, Son, and Holy

Spirit—it is not necessary, as my opponent thinks, that if the Son is incarnate,

the other persons are incarnate as well; rather, this is impossible. For he does

not deny that there is a plurality of persons, precisely because the persons are

distinct from one another—after all, if they were not distinct from one an-

other, they would not be a plurality. But in order to lay out more concisely

and easily what I want to say, I shall speak only of the Father and the Son, as

I did above; it will be clear from what is said about them how we ought to

understand what is true of the Holy Spirit.
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Now qua substance the Father and the Son are not a plurality or distinct

from each other, since they are not two substances; the Father is not one sub-

stance and the Son a distinct substance, but rather the Father and the Son are

one and the same substance.Yet qua person they are a plurality and distinct

from each other, since the Father and the Son are not one and the same per-

son, but two persons distinct from each other. So he says,“If the Son is incar-

nate, and the Son is not a different thing from the Father, but numerically one

and the same thing as the Father, then it is necessary that the Father too is in-

carnate. For it is impossible that numerically one and the same thing at a given

time both is and is not incarnate in one and the same human being.” But I say

that if the Son is incarnate, and the Son is not numerically one and the same

person that the Father is, but a distinct person, then it is not necessary that the

Father is incarnate as well. For it is possible for one person to be incarnate in

one human being and at the same time for a distinct person not to be in-

carnate in that same human being. He replies: “If God the Son is incarnate,

and the God who is the Son is not distinct from, but is numerically one and

the same as, the God who is the Father, then although the Father and the Son

are indeed distinct persons, it seems more necessary that the Father be in-

carnate along with the Son on account of their oneness in deity than it seems

possible for him not to be incarnate too on account of their distinctness as

persons.”

Notice how the one who says this is limping with both feet when it comes

to the Incarnation of the Son of God. Someone who understands his Incar-

nation properly believes that the Son assumed human being not into a unity

of nature but into a unity of person, whereas this fellow dreams that human

being was assumed by the Son of God into a unity of nature rather than into

a unity of person. For if that were not his view, he would not say that it is more

necessary for the Father to be incarnate along with the Son because the Fa-

ther and the Son are one God than it is possible for the Father not to be in-

carnate as well because they are a plurality of persons. So anyone who thinks

that this Incarnation is according to the unity of nature in such a way that the

Son cannot be incarnate without the Father, and who does not understand

that it is in accordance with the unity of person in such a way that the Father

cannot be incarnate along with the Son, is limping with both feet (that is, in

both respects) when it comes to the Incarnation of the Son of God, who is

one nature with the Father and a distinct person from the Father. Certainly

God did not assume human being in such a way that the nature of God and

of human being are one and the same, but in such a way that the person of

God and of the human being are one and the same. This can only be the case

in one divine person, since it is unintelligible for distinct divine persons to be

one and the same person as one and the same human being. For if one human

being is one person with each of a plurality of persons, it is necessary that a

LETTER ON THE INCARNATION OF THE WORD 227



22
Because he would be the Son of the Father, who would in turn be the son of the vir-

gin. See the parallel arguments given in Cur Deus Homo, Book 2, Chapter 9.

plurality of persons that are distinct from one another are one and the same

person, which is impossible. For this reason, once God is incarnate according

to any one person, it is impossible for him to be incarnate also according to

another person.

10 Now although it was not our aim in this letter to show why God as-

sumed human being into a unity of person with the Son rather than into a

unity with either of the other persons, I think some reason for this ought to

be given, since the topic has come up. Certainly if the Holy Spirit had become

incarnate, as the Son did, the Holy Spirit would have been the son of a human

being, and so there would have been two sons in the divine Trinity: the Son

of God and the son of a human being. The result would have been a confus-

ing uncertainty whenever we talked about “God the Son,” since each would

be both God and a son, although one would be the Son of God and the other

the son of a human being. There would also have come to be an inequality of

sorts between the divine persons—who ought to be equal in every respect—

qua sons; the one who was son of the greater parent would be superior in dig-

nity, whereas the one who was the son of the lesser parent would be

subordinate in his lowliness. For the dignity of being Son of God exceeds the

dignity of being the son of a human being as much as the greatness of divine

nature exceeds the greatness of human nature. So if the Holy Spirit had been

born of a virgin, then given that the Son of God would have only the more

exalted birth that is from God, whereas the Holy Spirit would have only the

lesser birth that is from a human being, one divine person would be greater

than another according to the dignity of his birth, which is absurd.

Now if the Father had assumed human being into a unity of person with

himself, the plurality of sons in God would have caused the same absurdities,

plus an additional one. For if he had been the Son of a virgin, two persons in

the Trinity would have taken the name of ‘grandson’, since the Father would be

the grandson of the virgin’s parents, and the Son would also be the grandson of

that same virgin,22 even though he would not derive in any way from her.

Therefore, since it is impossible for there to be any absurdity, however triv-

ial, in God, it was not appropriate for any divine person to be incarnate other

than the Son. For nothing absurd follows from his becoming incarnate. That

the Son is said to be less than the Father and the Holy Spirit according to his

humanity does not mean that those two persons are superior to the Son, since

the Son possesses the very same majesty by which they are greater than the
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Son’s humanity; and by virtue of that majesty the Son is, like them, greater

than his own humanity.

And there is another reason why incarnation is more suitable to the Son than

to another person. The person who was to become incarnate was going to

pray for the human race, and the human mind understands well enough that

it is more fitting for the Son to pray to the Father than for any other person

to pray to any other person—although it is not divinity that makes this prayer,

but humanity that prays to divinity. The Son of God makes such prayer be-

cause a human being is the Son of God by unity of person.

Moreover, the person who was to assume human being was going to come

in order to fight against the devil and in order to intercede for human beings,

as I have said. Both the devil and human beings willed to make themselves like

God through an act of robbery when they exercised their own wills. And since

this was an act of robbery, it was an act of falsehood, since they were not able

to will this otherwise than unjustly. For the will of an angel or of a human

being is his own when it is contrary to the will of God; someone who wills

what God forbids has no author of his will but himself, and so his will is his

own. Even if a human being at some time subjects his will to that of another

human being, his will is still his own if it is contrary to God; for he subjects it

to someone else only in order to achieve something that he himself wills, and

so he is the author of his own subjection of his will to another. Hence, his will

is his own; it is not subjected to another. Now it is the prerogative of God

alone to have his own will, a will that is not subjected to another. So those

who exercise their own will are trying by an act of robbery to be like God

and are guilty of depriving God (as far as they are able) of the dignity that

rightly belongs to him and the superiority that is his alone. For if there is any

other will that is not subjected to another, God’s will will not be superior to

all others, and it will not be the only will to which no other will is superior.

Therefore, none of the three divine persons could more fittingly “empty him-

self, receiving the form of a slave”23 in order to wage war against the devil and

intercede on behalf of human beings, who by an act of robbery arrogated to

themselves a false likeness of God, than the Son who, being “the splendor of

eternal light”24 and the true image of the Father,25 “did not regard his being
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equal with God as an act of robbery.”26 Rather, in virtue of his true equality

and likeness, he said,“I and the Father are one”27 and “Whoever sees me also

sees the Father.”28 For no one acts more justly in vanquishing or punishing the

guilty, or acts more mercifully in sparing them or interceding for them, than

the one whom they are proved to have particularly wronged. Nor is anything

more fittingly put in opposition to falsehood in order to vanquish it, or ap-

plied to falsehood in order to heal it, than is truth. For those who arrogated

to themselves a false likeness to God appear to have sinned in particular against

the one who is believed to be the true likeness of God the Father. But as has

been said, he took human being into a unity of person, so that the two na-

tures, human and divine, would be one person.

11 I think it would be useful to say something about this unity of person,

which we most steadfastly believe is not from two persons in Christ; for some

things that are said about it could cause those who do not understand clearly

to think that Christ exists from two persons and in two persons. For some

people say,“How do we say that in Christ there are not two persons as there

are two natures? After all, before assuming human being, God was a person;

and he did not cease to be a person after he had assumed human being. And

the assumed human being is a person, since we know that every individual

human being is a person. So the divine person who existed before the Incar-

nation is distinct from the human person who was assumed. Therefore, since

Christ is both God and a human being, there seem to be two persons in him.”

This reasoning appears to show that there are two persons in Christ on the

grounds that God is a person and the assumed human being is a person.

But that is not the case. For as in God one nature is a plurality of persons

and a plurality of persons are one nature, so too in Christ one person is a

plurality of natures and a plurality of natures are one person. For as the Father

is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God, and yet they are not three

gods, but one God, so too in Christ God is a person and the human being is

a person, and yet there are not two persons, but one person. It is not the case

that God is one thing and the human being another in Christ, even though

God is one thing and human being another. Rather, he is himself God who is

also a human being. For “the Word made flesh”29 assumed another nature, not

another person. The expression ‘human being’ signifies only the nature that is

BASIC WRITINGS230



common to all human beings. By contrast, when we use a demonstrative and

say ‘this human being’ or ‘that human being’, or when we use the proper name

‘Jesus’, we designate a person. A person has a collection of distinguishing

characteristics along with the nature; it is by those characteristics that human

being in general is made an individual and is distinguished from other indi-

viduals.When Christ is designated in this way, the expression signifies not just

any human being, but the one who was announced by an angel, is both God

and a human being, is Son of God and son of the Virgin, and is whatever else

it is true to say of him either as God or as human. For the Son of God can-

not be designated or named personally apart from the Son of Man, nor can

the Son of Man be designated or named personally apart from the Son of

God, since he who is the Son of God is the very same as the one who is the

Son of Man, and the same collection of distinguishing characteristics belongs

both to the Word and to the assumed human being. But it is impossible for

one and the same collection of distinguishing characteristics to belong to dis-

tinct persons or for two persons to be predicated of each other. After all, the

same collection of distinguishing characteristics does not belong to both Peter

and Paul, and Peter is not called ‘Paul’ or Paul ‘Peter’.

So when “the Word was made flesh,” he assumed the nature that is all that is

signified by the word ‘human being’ and is always distinct from divine nature.

He did not assume another person, since he has one and the same collection

of distinguishing characteristics as the assumed human being. For human

being is not one and the same thing as the human being assumed by the

Word—that is, Jesus. As has been said, by the expression ‘human being’ we

mean only the nature, whereas by the expression ‘assumed human being’ or

the name ‘Jesus’ we mean, in addition to the nature (that is, in addition to

human being) the collection of distinguishing characteristics, which is one and

the same for both the assumed human being and the Word. For this reason we

do not say that the Word and human being, without qualification, are one and

the same person—which would imply that that human being is no more one

and the same person as the Word than any given human being is—but instead

that the Word and that assumed human being, who is Jesus, are one and the

same person. Similarly, we do not believe that that human being is one and the

same person as God, without qualification, but that he is one and the same

person as that divine person who is the Word and the Son—otherwise we

would seem to be professing that this human being is the same person as the

Father or the Holy Spirit. But since the Word is God and that assumed human

being is a human being, it is true to say that God and a human being are one

and the same person, so long as we understand ‘God’ to designate the Word

and ‘human being’ to designate the son of the Virgin.

I have not been able to look at any of the writings of the man to whom I am

responding in this letter, apart from what I set forth above. But I think the truth
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of the matter is so evident from what I have said that anyone with understand-

ing will see that nothing that is said against it has any power of truth.

12 But if this man has been called back from positing a multiplicity of gods

and now denies a plurality of persons in God, he is doing this because he does

not know what he is talking about. He is not conceiving God or his persons,

but something along the lines of a plurality of human persons; and since he

sees that one human being cannot be a plurality of persons, he says that God

too cannot be a plurality of persons. For they are not called three persons be-

cause they are three separate things, as three human beings are, but because

they bear a certain likeness to three separate persons. Let us examine this in

the case of the Father and the Son; the same reasoning should be understood

to hold for the Holy Spirit as well.

So let us posit a human being who is only a father and not a son, and his

son, who is only a son and not his father:Adam and Abel. And we say of Adam

the father and Abel the son that the father is not a son and the son is not a fa-

ther, since Adam and Abel are two human beings and two separate persons,

and there is no one whose son Adam is and no one whose father Abel is. It is

in this way that we profess that in God, the Father is not the Son and the Son

is not the Father, even though they are not two gods, since the Father does

not have a father and the Son does not have a son. Similarly, the Holy Spirit

is not a father or a son, because there is no one whose father he is or whose

son he is. So the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit are called three per-

sons, not because they are three separate things, but because they are three and

are distinct from one another, and cannot be said of one another (as we

showed for ‘father’ and ‘son’ in the case of distinct human persons).

13 But if he denies that ‘three’ can be said of one and ‘one’ of three in such

a way that the three are not said of each other, as we do in the case of the three

persons and one God, on the grounds that he does not see an instance of this

in other things and cannot comprehend it in God, let him put up with the

fact that there is something in God that his understanding cannot penetrate.

That nature is above all other things and free from every law of place and time

and composition of parts: let him not compare it to things that are hemmed

in by place or time or are composed of parts. Rather, let him believe that

something exists in that nature that cannot exist in those other things; let him

accede to Christian authority and not dispute against it.

Nevertheless, let us see whether we can in some respect find in created

things that are subject to the law of place and time and composition of parts

an example of what he denies in God. Let us imagine a spring from which

there rises and flows a river that later opens out into a lake. Call it “the Nile.”

We speak of the spring, the river, and the lake so separately that we do not call
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the spring ‘river’ or ‘lake’ or the river ‘spring’ or ‘lake’ or the lake ‘spring’ or

‘river’.And yet the spring is called ‘the Nile’, the river is called ‘the Nile’, and

the lake is called ‘the Nile’. The spring and the river are both the Nile; the

spring and the lake are both the Nile; the river and the lake are both the Nile.

Moreover, all three together—the spring, the river, and the lake—are the

Nile. Nonetheless, whether we call one or two or all three of them ‘the Nile’,

they are not distinct Niles, but one and the same Nile. So the spring, the river,

and the lake are three, and yet they are one Nile, one stream, one nature, one

body of water; and we cannot say what they are three of, since they are not

three Niles or three streams or three bodies of water or three natures, nor are

they three springs or three rivers or three lakes. So in this example ‘one’ is

said of the three and ‘three’ of the one, and yet the three are not said of each

other.

Suppose he objects that neither the spring nor the river nor the lake indi-

vidually, nor any two of them together, are the complete Nile; rather, they

are parts of the Nile. In that case, let him conceive the whole Nile as exist-

ing for its entire lifetime, so to speak, from the time it begins to exist until

it ceases to exist. After all, that whole does not exist all at once in either a

place or a time, but only part by part; and it will not be complete until it

ceases to exist. In this respect it is like an utterance, which is incomplete as

long as it is still springing forth from the mouth, and no longer exists once

it has been completed. Anyone who entertains this analogy and attentively

understands it will recognize that the whole Nile is the spring, the whole

Nile is the river, and the whole Nile is the lake, but the spring is not the

river or the lake, the river is not the lake or the spring, and the lake is not

the spring or the river. For the spring is not the same as the river or the lake,

even though the river and the lake are the very same thing that the spring

is, that is, the same Nile, the same stream, the same body of water, the same

nature. So these three are said of one complete whole and the one complete

whole of the three, and yet the three are not said of each other. Of course,

this holds in a quite different and more perfect way in that supremely sim-

ple nature, which is supremely free from every law of place or time.Yet if

this is evident in any way at all in a thing that is composed of parts and exists

in place and time, it is not impossible to believe that it exists perfectly in that

supremely free nature.

And one must also bear in mind that the spring is not from the river or from

the lake, the river is from the spring alone and not from the lake, and the lake

is from the spring and from the river—and in such a way that the whole river

is from the whole spring and the whole lake is from the whole spring and

from the whole river. This is how we speak of the Father, the Son, and the

Holy Spirit. And one must also bear in mind that the river is from the spring
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in a different way from that in which the lake is from both the spring and the

river, so that the lake is not called a river. Similarly, the Word is from the 

Father in a different way from that in which the Holy Spirit is from both the

Father and the Word, so that the Holy Spirit is not a Word or a Son, but

proceeds [from the Father and the Son].

14 I want to add a further comparison, since although there is a great dis-

analogy in this case, it nonetheless has some similarity to the Incarnation of

the Word. Perhaps someone who reads this will make light of it, but I will

mention it anyway, since I would not reject it if someone else said it. If the

river ran through a pipe from the spring to the lake, would it not be the river

alone that is “piped,” so to speak, even though the river is not a different Nile

from the spring and the lake—just as only the Son was incarnate, even though

he is not a different God from the Father and the Holy Spirit?

15 But since these earthly things are very far removed from the supreme na-

ture, let us with his help raise our minds to that nature and contemplate in it,

though briefly and partially, the things we have been saying. God is nothing

other than simple eternity itself. Now it is inconceivable that there should be

a plurality of eternities. For if there is more than one eternity, they are either

outside each other or within each other. But nothing is outside eternity, so an

eternity is not outside eternity. Moreover, if eternities are outside each other,

they exist in different places or times, which is incompatible with eternity.

And so there are not several eternities existing outside each other. But if in-

stead it is said that there are several eternities within each other, one must rec-

ognize that however many times an eternity is repeated within an eternity,

there is only one and the same eternity. For a nature that when repeated

within itself always comes together into a perfect unity is more exalted than

one that admits plurality within itself. For where there is plurality, there is also

diversity; and where there is diversity, there is not perfect harmony. For a per-

fect harmony is one that comes together into a single identity and one and the

same unity. Therefore, if a perfect harmony is better than an imperfect one,

and it is impossible for there to be anything imperfect in the supreme Good—

which is eternity itself—it is not possible for the nature of eternity to admit

plurality. Hence, however many times eternity is repeated within eternity, it is

always only one and the same eternity.

Similar remarks apply to many other things. For example, omnipotence

within omnipotence is only one omnipotence. And (to offer an analogy from

characteristics that the divine nature does not have) a point within a point is

only one point. For a point, such as the midpoint of the earth or a point of

time (that is, the present time) has a certain resemblance to eternity, a resem-

blance that is quite helpful in contemplating eternity. I will examine this matter
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in greater detail elsewhere;30 for now it will be enough to note that a simple

point (that is, one that has no parts) is indivisible, as eternity is. For this reason

a point together with a point without any interval is only one point, and in

the same way an eternity together with an eternity is only one eternity.

Therefore, since God is eternity, there is not a plurality of gods; for God is

not outside God, and God within God does not add numerically to God.

Therefore, there is always only one and the same God. And so when God is

born of God, given that what is born is not outside that from which it is born,

the offspring is in the parent and the parent is in the offspring: that is, the 

Father and the Son are one God. And when God proceeds from God the Fa-

ther and God the Son, he does not depart and go outside God; God—that is,

God the Holy Spirit—remains in the God from whom he proceeds, and the

Father and Son and Holy Spirit are one God. And since this birth and this

procession have no beginning—for otherwise the eternity born and the eter-

nity proceeding would have a beginning, which is false—we neither should

nor can in any way think that God began to be Father or Son or Holy Spirit.

16 Yet even as the divine substance preserves an eternal and singular unity,

the nature of these relative qualities—Father and Son, proceeding and pro-

ceeded-from—retains an inseparable plurality. For just as it is necessary that

God is always one and the same, not many, so too in accordance with these

relations the Father is never the same as his Son and the one who proceeds is

never the same as the one from whom he proceeds. Rather, the Father is al-

ways distinct from the Son, the one who proceeds is always distinct from the

one from whom he proceeds, and the Persons can never be said of each other.

Therefore, when God is born of God or God proceeds from God, the sub-

stance cannot lose its singularity and the relations cannot lose their plurality.

For this reason, in God something one is three and what are three is one, and

yet the three are not said of each other. And even though no perfect analogy

for this can be found in other things, we should not find it incredible that this

is true of the nature that is above all things and is unlike all other things. Now

the Latins call these three ‘persons’, whereas the Greeks call them ‘substances’.

Thus, just as we say that in God one substance is three persons, they say that

one person is three substances, signifying by ‘substance’ exactly what we sig-

nify by ‘person’, so that they do not differ from us in the faith in the slightest

respect.

Now we cannot in this life see God “as he is,”31 and so blessed Augustine in

his book On the Trinity has carefully examined, as though “through a mirror
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and in a riddle,”32 how the Son is born of the Father and the Holy Spirit pro-

ceeds from the Father and the Son, and yet is not himself a Son; and I have

investigated these things myself to the best of my ability in the Monologion,33

which I mentioned above. If anyone is interested in knowing why, given that

there is no sex in the supreme being, the parent is called Father rather than

Mother and the offspring is called Son rather than Daughter, or why the

Father alone is unbegotten, the Son alone begotten, and the Holy Spirit

neither begotten nor unbegotten, he will find these matters treated explicitly

in that book.34
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CUR DEUS HOMO

Commendation of the Work to Pope Urban II

EVER SINCE THE days of the apostles, many of our holy fathers and teachers

have spoken of the reason of our faith,1 in order to refute the foolishness of

unbelievers and break down their obstinacy, and also in order to nourish those

who, because their hearts have already been purified by faith, have come to

take delight in the reason of that faith—reason for which we too should

hunger, once we have attained the certainty of faith. Indeed, they have spoken

so often and so well that we cannot hope for anyone in our day or in the years

to come who will be their equal in the contemplation of the truth. Neverthe-

less, I do not think we should find fault with anyone who is firmly established

in faith and desires to expend his labor in investigating its reason. For “brief

are the days of man,”2 so even our holy fathers and teachers were not able to

say everything they could have said had they lived longer; and the reason of

truth is so abundant and so deep that mortals cannot come to the end of it.

Moreover, the Lord never ceases to bestow gifts of grace upon his Church,

for he has promised to be with her “even to the end of the age.”3 And—leav-

ing aside all the other places in which Holy Scripture urges us to search for

reason—when it says, “Unless you believe, you will not understand,”4 it is

clearly admonishing us to direct our energies toward understanding, since it is

teaching us the right way to make progress toward understanding. Finally,

since I take the understanding that we achieve in this life to be intermediate

between faith and vision, I think that the more progress someone makes to-

ward understanding, the closer he comes to that vision for which we all long.

Although I am a man of very little knowledge, these considerations give me

such great strength that I will endeavor to raise myself up just a little to gaze

upon the reason of the things we believe, so far as heavenly grace sees fit to
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grant it to me.And when I discover something that I had not previously seen,

I will gladly reveal it to others, so that I may learn from others’ judgment what

I ought to maintain with confidence.

For this reason, my lord and father, Pope Urban, whom all Christians should

love with reverence and revere with love, whom the providence of God has

appointed Supreme Pontiff in his Church, I submit the enclosed work for 

Your Holiness to examine—for there is no one to whom I could more prop-

erly address it—so that your authority may give approval to those things in it

that are worthy of acceptance and may correct those things that require

amendment.

Preface

Thanks to certain people who made copies for themselves of the first parts of

the enclosed work without my knowledge, before it was completed and fully

thought through, I have been forced to complete it (as well as I could) more

hastily than I cared to, and therefore more briefly than I had intended. If I had

been allowed freedom from distractions and enough time to work on it, I

would have included and added quite a few things that I have left unsaid.5 For

it was in the midst of great turmoil in my heart—God knows the source of

this trouble and why I have suffered from it—that I undertook this work in

England in response to a request and finished it as an exile in the province of

Capua.6

Because of the subject matter of this work I have named it Cur Deus Homo,7

and I have divided it into two short books. The first presents the objections of

unbelievers who reject the Christian faith because they think it is contrary to

reason, and the answers given by believers. It goes so far as to prove by neces-

sary reasons—leaving Christ out of the picture, as if nothing concerning him

had ever taken place—that it is impossible for any human being to be saved

apart from Christ. But the second book—which again proceeds as though

nothing were known of Christ—demonstrates, by means of argument and

truth that is no less evident, that human nature was established in order that
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the whole human being, both body and soul, should at some time enjoy

blessed immortality, and that it was necessary that the purpose for which

human beings were made should in fact be achieved, but only through the

agency of a God-man, and that it was necessary that everything we believe

about Christ should take place.

I ask everyone who might want to copy this book to put this short preface

before the beginning, along with the chapter titles of the whole work, so that

anyone into whose hands it falls will be able to see from its face, so to speak,

whether there is anything in the whole body that might merit his attention.
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Chapters

BOOK ONE

1: The question on which the whole work hangs

2: In what way the things to be said are to be accepted

3: The objections of unbelievers and the replies of believers

4: That unbelievers think these responses lack necessity and are merely pic-

tures, as it were

5: That human redemption could not have been brought about by anyone

but a divine person

6: In what way unbelievers cast aspersions on our claim that God redeemed

us by means of his own death, and that in this way he demonstrated

his love toward us, and that he came in order to subdue the devil on

our behalf

7: That the devil had no just claim on humanity; and why it seems that he

had such a claim, thus requiring God to liberate humanity in this way

8: How even though the lowly things we say of Christ do not pertain to his

divinity, it seems absurd to unbelievers that they are said of him even

as a human being; and why they think this human being did not die

of his own accord

9: That he died of his own accord; and what is meant by “He was made

obedient to the point of death,” and by “for this reason God has also

exalted him,” and by “I have not come to do my own will,” and by

“God did not spare his own Son,” and by “Not as I will, but as you

will”

10: Another way in which the same passages can be understood correctly

11: What it is to sin and to make recompense for sin

12: Whether it is fitting for God to forgive sin by mercy alone, without any

repayment of the debt

13: That there is nothing less tolerable in the order of things than for a crea-

ture to take away the honor that is owed to the Creator and not re-

store what he has taken

14: In what way the punishment of a sinner is an honoring of God

15: Whether God allows his honor to be violated even to a limited extent

16: The reason that human beings are to make up for the number of angels

who fell
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17: That they cannot be replaced by other angels

18: Whether there will be more holy human beings than there are evil angels

19: That human beings cannot be saved without recompense for sin

20: That recompense ought to be proportionate to sin, and that human be-

ings cannot make recompense on their own

21: How serious sin is

22: What injury human beings did to God when they allowed themselves to

be overcome by the devil, for which they cannot make recompense

23: What human beings took away from God when they sinned, which they

cannot repay

24: That as long as they do not repay God what they owe, they cannot be

happy; and that they are not excused because of their inability

25: That of necessity human beings are saved through Christ

BOOK TWO

1: Human beings were created just, in order that they might be happy

2: That they would not die if they had not sinned

3: That they will rise again with the body in which they live in this life

4: That God will complete what he began in human nature

5: That although it is necessary that this be done, God is not compelled by

necessity to do it; and that there is a necessity that eliminates or di-

minishes gratitude, and a necessity that increases gratitude

6: That only a God-man can make the recompense through which human

beings are saved

7: That it is necessary that one and the same being be perfect God and per-

fect man

8: That it is fitting for God to assume a human being from Adam’s race and

from a woman who is a virgin

9: That it is necessary that the Word alone and a human being come to-

gether in one person

10: That this human being does not die out of obligation; and in what way

he can or cannot sin; and why he or an angel deserves praise for jus-

tice, even though they cannot sin

11: That he dies of his own power; and that mortality does not belong to

pure human nature
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12: That although he shares our misfortunes, he is not unhappy

13: That he does not possess ignorance along with our other infirmities

14: How his death outweighs the number and magnitude of all sins

15: How his death wipes out the sins even of those who put him to death

16: How God assumed a sinless human being from the sinful mass; and con-

cerning the salvation of Adam and Eve

17: That there is no necessity or impossibility in God; and that there is com-

pelling necessity and non-compelling necessity

18: How by Christ’s life restitution is made to God for human sins; and how

Christ both owed and did not owe suffering

19: How very reasonable it is that his death brings about human salvation

20: How great and how just is God’s mercy

21: That it is impossible for the devil to be reconciled

22: That the truth of the Old and New Testaments has been proved in what

has been said
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BOOK ONE

Chapter 1

The question on which the whole work hangs

I have received frequent and quite eager requests from many people, both by

word of mouth and in letters, that I make a written record of the reasoning

that I am accustomed to offer in answer to those who ask about the reason of

a certain question of our faith.They say that my reasoning is pleasing to them,

and they think it fully answers their questions. They do not seek such an ex-

planation in order to achieve faith through reason, but rather so that they can

delight in the understanding and contemplation of things they already believe,

and so that they may be “always ready,” to the best of their ability,“to give an

answer to all who demand” from them “the reason of the hope that is in” us.8

This is the question that unbelievers commonly raise as an objection against

us, deriding Christian simplicity as foolishness, and that many believers often

ponder in their own hearts: by what reason or necessity did God become a

human being and, as we believe and profess, restore life to the world by his

own death, when he could have accomplished this through some other per-

son, whether angelic or human, or even by his own will alone? Not only the

learned but even many who are unlettered ask this question and look for a ra-

tional answer. So there are many people who are asking for a discussion of this

question, and although the investigation seems extremely difficult, the solution

can be understood by anyone and is appealing to everyone because of its use-

fulness and the beauty of its reasoning. For this reason I will attempt to present

to those who make this request what God sees fit to reveal to me, even though

the holy fathers have said what ought to be sufficient on this subject. Now be-

cause an inquiry that takes the form of questions and answers is more acces-

sible, and consequently more pleasing, to many people, especially to those whose

intellects are sluggish, I will take as my partner in dialogue one of those who

have been pressing me on this matter, the one whose urging has been most

insistent. Thus, Boso9 will ask the questions and Anselm will reply, as follows:

BOSO: Just as right order requires that we believe the deep matters of Chris-

tian faith before we undertake to examine them by reason, so too I think we
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would be derelict if we did not strive to understand what we believe, once we

have been made steadfast in faith. For this reason, since I think I have such

faith in our redemption—thanks to God’s prevenient grace—that there is

nothing that could uproot me from the steadfastness of that faith even if I

could not get any rational grasp on what we believe, I am asking you to explain

something to me that, as you know, many others are asking along with me:

given that God is omnipotent, by what necessity and reason did he assume the

lowliness and weakness of human nature in order to restore human nature?

ANSELM: What you are asking of me is too high for me. And I am afraid to

deal with loftier matters,10 lest someone should suppose or even see that I have

failed to give a satisfactory answer and think that I have fallen away from the

truth in this matter, rather than that my understanding is not equal to the task

of grasping it.

B: You should not be afraid of that so much as you should remember that it

often happens in discussing some question that God reveals what was previ-

ously hidden; and you should place your hope in God’s grace, that if you freely

share what you have received by grace, you will become worthy to receive the

loftier things that you have not yet attained.

A: I see another reason that it is hardly possible, or even not possible at all, for

us to examine this question to the fullest extent on this occasion.A full treat-

ment requires knowledge of power, of necessity, of will, and of certain other

things; and these are interrelated in such a way that none of them can be con-

sidered fully apart from the others.And for that reason an investigation of these

things requires a work of its own,11 a work that would not, I think, be terri-

bly easy but would also not be altogether without its usefulness—for igno-

rance of those things makes certain matters difficult that become easy once

one knows them.

B: You can speak briefly to these issues at the appropriate points, so that we

may have enough for the work at hand and may postpone to another occa-

sion whatever else needs to be said.

A: I also shrink from your request because the subject matter is not merely

precious but, just as it concerns one who is “beautiful in his appearance be-

yond the children of men,”12 so too is it beautiful in its reasoning beyond the

understanding of men. Hence, just as I am accustomed to grow indignant at
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incompetent painters when I see that the Lord himself is portrayed as ugly in

his appearance, so too I am afraid that the same thing will happen to me if 

I presume to discuss such a beautiful subject in unworthy and inelegant

language.

B: Nor should that deter you. For if anyone can speak better, you will allow

him to do so; and if your language does not please someone, you will not pre-

vent him from writing more beautifully. But so that I may rule out all your

excuses: you will be doing what I ask, not for the learned but for me and those

who join me in making this request.

Chapter 2

In what way the things to be said are to be accepted

A: Since I see your earnest appeal and that of the ones who join you in mak-

ing this request out of charity and pious zeal, I will try to the best of my abil-

ity, with God’s help and your prayers (which you who make this request have

often promised me when I asked for them for this very purpose), not so much

to reveal the answer you are seeking as to seek it in company with you. But I

want everything I say to be accepted on the following terms: If I say some-

thing that is not confirmed by a greater authority, even if I appear to prove it

by reason, it should be accepted with confidence only as what seems true to

me for the time being, until God in some way reveals something better to me.

If I prove to be able to give a satisfactory answer to your question to any ex-

tent at all, it ought to be quite clear that someone wiser than I am could do

this much more completely. Indeed, it is important to recognize that no mat-

ter what someone might be able to say on this topic, there are still loftier rea-

sons for so great a matter that remain hidden.

Chapter 3

The objections of unbelievers and the replies of believers

B: Allow me, then, to use the words of unbelievers. For since we are seeking

to investigate the reason of our faith, it is appropriate for me to set forth the

objections of those who are completely unwilling to accede to that faith with-

out reason. They seek reason because they do not believe, whereas we seek it

because we believe. Nonetheless, it is one and the same thing that we all seek.

And if you offer any response that appears to contradict sacred authority, allow

me to bring it to your attention so that you can explain how there is no con-

tradiction.

A: Go right ahead.
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B: Unbelievers who deride our simplicity object that we injure and insult

God when we say that he descended into a woman’s womb, was born of a

woman, grew by being nourished by milk and human foods, and (not to men-

tion many other things that do not appear to be suitable for God) suffered fa-

tigue, hunger, thirst, beatings, and crucifixion and death between thieves.

A: We do not injure or insult God at all. On the contrary, we praise and pro-

claim the ineffable depth of his mercy, giving thanks with our whole hearts.

For the more wondrously and unexpectedly he has rescued us from the great

and well-deserved evils in which we once were, and restored us to the great

and undeserved goods that we had lost, the greater is the love and generosity

that he has shown toward us. If they attentively considered how fitting a way

this was to accomplish the restoration of humankind, they would not deride

our simplicity but join with us in praising God’s wise benevolence. For it was

fitting that just as death entered the human race through the disobedience of

a human being, so too life should be restored by the obedience of a human

being.13 It was fitting that just as the sin that was the cause of our damnation

had its origin from a woman, so too the author of our justice and salvation

should be born of a woman.And it was fitting that the devil, who through the

tasting of a tree defeated the human being whom he persuaded, should be de-

feated by a human being through the suffering on a tree that he inflicted.And

there are many other things that, if carefully considered, demonstrate the in-

describable beauty that belongs to our redemption, accomplished in this way.

Chapter 4

That unbelievers think these responses lack necessity and 

are merely pictures, as it were

B: All these things are beautiful, and they have to be treated like pictures. But

if there is nothing sturdy underneath them, unbelievers do not think they pro-

vide a sufficient explanation for why we ought to believe that God willed to

undergo the things we say he underwent.When someone wants to produce a

picture, he chooses something sturdy on which to paint, so that his painting

will last. No one paints on water or in the air, since no traces of the picture

would remain there. So when we offer unbelievers these instances of what you

say is fitting as pictures of an actual fact, they think it is as though we are paint-

ing on a cloud, since they hold that what we believe is not an actual fact at all,

but a fiction. Therefore, one must first demonstrate the rational solidity of the

truth: that is, the necessity that proves that God should or could have humbled
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himself to the things that we proclaim about him. Only then should one ex-

pound on considerations of fittingness as pictures of this truth, so that the

body of truth, so to speak, might shine all the more brightly.

A: Does not this seem to be a sufficiently necessary reason that God ought to

have done the things we say: that the human race—such a precious work of

God—had utterly perished, and that it was not fitting that God’s purpose for

human beings should be completely annihilated, and that his purpose could

not be brought to fulfillment unless the human race were liberated by its Cre-

ator himself?

Chapter 5

That human redemption could not have been brought about 

by anyone but a divine person

B: If this liberation were said to have been brought about somehow by some-

one other than a divine person, by either an angel or a human being, the

human mind would accept this much more readily. For God could have made

a sinless human being—not from the sinful mass14 and not from another

human being, but as he made Adam—and it seems that he could have accom-

plished this same work by means of this man.

A: Do you not understand that human beings would be rightly judged to be

subservient to any other person whatsoever who redeemed them from eter-

nal death? And if that were the case, they would by no means be restored to

that dignity that they were going to have if they had not sinned, since they

who were not going to be subservient to anyone but God and were going to

be in every respect equal to the good angels would instead be subservient to

someone who was not God, someone to whom the angels would not be sub-

servient.

Chapter 6

In what way unbelievers cast aspersions on our claim that God redeemed us 

by means of his own death, and that in this way he demonstrated his love 

toward us, and that he came in order to subdue the devil on our behalf

B: That is what they find particularly baffling—I mean that we call this lib-

eration “redemption.” They say to us,“In what captivity were you being held,
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in what prison, under whose control, from which God could not liberate you

except by redeeming you at the cost of so many labors and, in the end, of his

own blood?”When we say to them:

He redeemed us from our sins and from his own wrath and from hell and from

the power of the devil, whom he himself came to subdue on our behalf, because

we could not do so ourselves; and he redeemed for us the kingdom of heaven.

And by doing all these things in this way, he showed us how much he loved us.

they reply:

If you say that God—who you say created all things by his command—could

not have accomplished all these things simply by commanding them, you are

contradicting yourselves, since you are making him out to be powerless. On the

other hand, if you acknowledge that he could have done all this simply by com-

manding it, but that he did not will to do it except in the way you describe, how

will you be able to show that he is wise, when you claim that he willed to suf-

fer such indignities for no reason at all? For all the things you mention reside in

God’s will. God’s wrath is just his will to punish. So if he does not will to pun-

ish human sin, human beings are free from their sins and from God’s wrath and

from hell and from the power of the devil, since they suffer all these things on

account of their sins; and they receive all the things of which they are deprived

on account of their sins. For who holds power over hell and the devil, and to

whom does the kingdom of heaven belong, if not God, who made all things?

And so whatever you fear, whatever you desire, it is all subject to God’s will,

which nothing can oppose. So if indeed God was unwilling to save the human

race except in the way you describe, when he could have done so through his

will alone, face up to how you are impugning his wisdom—to put it mildly.

After all, no one would judge a man to be wise if, without reason, he expended

great effort to do something he could have done quite easily. Moreover, if you

offer no proof at all that God could not have saved humanity in some other way,

you have no argument to defend your claim that by doing it in the way you de-

scribe, God showed how much he loves you.After all, if he could not have done

it in any other way, then presumably it was necessary that he show his love in

this way. But if he could have saved humanity in some other way, what reason

is there for him to do and to undergo the things you describe in order to show

his love? He does not undergo such things for the good angels: does he not

show them how much he loves them? And as for your claim that he came in

order to subdue the devil on our behalf: what are you thinking, that you should

dare to say this? Doesn’t God’s omnipotence rule everywhere? So how did God

need to come down from heaven in order to overcome the devil?

It seems that unbelievers can raise these objections against us.
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Chapter 7

That the devil had no just claim on humanity; and why it seems that he 

had such a claim, thus requiring God to liberate humanity in this way

Now we are also accustomed to say that in order to liberate humanity God

was obligated to act against the devil through justice before he acted through

force, so that when the devil killed him who did not deserve death and who

was God, he would justly lose the power that he held over sinners. Otherwise,

God would have inflicted unjust force on the devil, since the devil justly had

possession of human beings, whom he had not captured by force, but who had

delivered themselves up to him of their own accord.

But I do not see how this has any cogency. If either the devil or human be-

ings were their own, or belonged to anyone other than God, or remained in

the power of anyone other than God, then maybe this would be the right

thing to say. But since in fact neither the devil nor human beings belong to

anyone other than God or stand outside God’s power, on what grounds was

God obligated to do anything with his own, about his own, or in his own,

other than to punish his own slave who had persuaded a fellow slave to aban-

don their common master and transfer allegiance to him, a traitor harboring

a fugitive, a thief who received a thief along with what he had stolen from

his master? For both of them were thieves, since at one thief ’s persuasion the

other thief stole himself from his master. If God were to do this, what could

be done more justly? What injustice would there be if God, the judge of all,

were to remove human beings from the control of one who had them un-

justly in his possession, in order to punish them by some means other than

the devil, or in order to spare them? For although human beings were justly

tormented by the devil, he was tormenting them unjustly. Human beings de-

served to be punished, and there was no one by whom they might be more

appropriately punished than the one to whom they gave their consent for

sinning. But there was no merit on the devil’s part that entitled him to pun-

ish them; in fact, the more he was spurred on to doing this by an impulse for

wickedness rather than drawn to it by a love of justice, the more he acted un-

justly in doing it. For he was not doing this at God’s command, but by the

permission of God’s incomprehensible wisdom, which orders even evils in a

good way.

I also think that those who hold that the devil had some just claim to pos-

sess humanity are brought to this view because they see that humanity was

justly subject to the devil’s persecution and that God justly permitted it; and

on those grounds they suppose that the devil justly inflicted it. But it can hap-

pen that one and the same thing is both just and unjust according to different

ways of looking at it, and accordingly it is judged to be wholly just or wholly
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unjust by people who do not examine it attentively. For example, suppose

someone unjustly strikes an innocent man and as a result deserves, as a matter

of justice, to be struck himself.Yet if the victim ought not to avenge himself

but goes ahead and strikes the one who struck him, he is acting unjustly. So

this second blow is unjust on the part of the one who strikes the blow, because

he ought not to have avenged himself; but it is just on the part of the one who

is struck, because by unjustly striking someone else he deserved, as a matter of

justice, to be struck himself. Thus, one and the same action is both just and

unjust according to different ways of examining it, and it can happen that one

person judges it to be simply* just and another to be simply unjust.And so it

is in this way that the devil is said to persecute human beings justly, since God

justly permits this and human beings justly suffer it. But even when we say that

human beings justly suffer it, they are not said to suffer it justly with respect

to their own justice, but because they are punished in accordance with God’s

just judgment.

Now someone might bring up the “handwriting of the decree” that the

Apostle says was “against us”15 and was erased by the death of Christ, think-

ing that it signifies that before the passion of Christ the devil justly—as

though under the handwritten terms of an agreement—demanded sin from

human beings as interest on the first sin that he had persuaded them to com-

mit, and also as punishment for sin; and he might seem to prove by this that

the devil did have some just claim on humanity. I do not think the passage

should be understood in that way at all. That handwriting is clearly not the

devil’s, since it is called the handwriting “of the decree,” and the decree was

not the devil’s, but God’s. For it was decreed by the just judgment of God and

confirmed, as it were, in writing that human beings who had sinned of their

own accord would not be able on their own to avoid either sin or the pun-

ishment for sin. For they are “a spirit that goes forth and does not return,”16

and “one who commits sin is a slave to sin,”17 and one who sins should not be

left unpunished unless mercy spares the sinner and frees him and leads him

back. Hence, we should not think that this handwriting provides any justifica-

tion for the devil’s persecution of human beings. Finally, just as there is no

injustice at all in a good angel, so too there is no justice whatsoever in an evil

angel. Therefore, there was nothing in the devil because of which God was

obligated not to use force against him in order to liberate humanity.
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Chapter 8

How even though the lowly things we say of Christ do not pertain to his divinity, it

seems absurd to unbelievers that they are said of him even as a human being; and

why they think this human being did not die of his own accord

A: When God does something, his will ought to be reason enough for us,

even if we do not see why he willed it, since God’s will is never irrational.

B: That is true, provided that we already agree that God in fact did whatever

we are talking about.After all, many people will not in any way concede that

God wills something if it seems contrary to reason.

A: What seems to you to be contrary to reason when we confess that God

willed the things that we believe concerning his Incarnation?

B: To put it in a few words: that the Most High should stoop to such lowly

things, and that the Almighty should expend such effort to do something.

A: Those who say this do not understand what we believe. For we claim that

the divine nature is undoubtedly impassible,* that it cannot in any way be

brought down from its lofty heights, and that it expends no effort in anything

it wills to do. But we say that the Lord Jesus Christ is true God and true man,

one person in two natures and two natures in one person. So when we say

that God was subject to lowliness or weakness, we do not understand this ac-

cording to the sublimity of his impassible nature but according to the weak-

ness of the human substance that he bore. In this way it is evident that no

reason opposes our faith, since we are not indicating any lowliness in the di-

vine substance but instead pointing out that there is one person of both God

and man. So we do not mean that there was any degradation of God in his

Incarnation; rather, we believe that human nature was exalted.

B: Suppose you’re right, and nothing that is said of Christ with respect to

human weakness is attributed to the divine nature. Even so, this human being

was the one whom the Father called his beloved Son, in whom he was well-

pleased,18 whom the Son made to be one with himself. So how can it be

shown to be just or reasonable for God to treat him, or allow him to be

treated, in this way? What sort of justice is it for the most just human being of

all to be handed over to death for the sake of a sinner? If any human being

condemned an innocent man in order to set a guilty man free, would he not

be judged worthy of condemnation himself? In fact, the matter seems to 
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return to the same absurdity that I explained earlier. For if God could not save

sinners in any other way than by condemning a just man, where is his om-

nipotence? On the other hand, if he could but he did not will to do so, how

will we defend his wisdom and justice?

A: God the Father did not, as you seem to think, treat him in that way or

hand over an innocent man to death for the sake of a guilty man. For God the

Father did not compel him to die, or allow him to be killed, against his will.

Rather, he endured death of his own accord in order to save human beings.

B: Even if it was not against his will, since he consented to the Father’s will,

it still seems that in a way the Father compelled him by commanding him.

Scripture says, after all, that Christ “humbled himself, being made obedient”

to the Father “to the point of death, even death on the Cross; for this reason

God has also exalted him.”19 It also says, “He learned obedience from the

things he suffered,”20 and that the Father “did not spare his own Son, but

handed him over on behalf of us all.”21 And the Son says, “I did not come to

do my own will, but the will of him who sent me.”22 And on the way to his

passion, he says,“I am doing exactly as the Father has commanded me.”23 And

again,“The cup that the Father has given me: will I not drink it?”24 And else-

where,“Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me.Yet not as I will, but

as you will.”25 And “Father, if it is not possible for this cup to pass from me

unless I drink it, your will be done.”26 In all these passages it appears that

Christ endured death because obedience compelled him, rather than because

his own spontaneous will determined it.
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Chapter 9

That he died of his own accord; and what is meant by “He was made obedient to 

the point of death,” and by “for this reason God has also exalted him,” and by 

“I have not come to do my own will,” and by “God did not spare his own Son,”

and by “Not as I will, but as you will”

A: It seems to me that you are not distinguishing properly between (1) what

he did because obedience demanded it and (2) what was done to him because

he preserved obedience, and which he endured, but not because obedience

demanded it.

B: I need you to explain this more clearly.

A: Why did the Jews persecute him to the point of death?

B: For no other reason than this: in the way he lived and in what he said, he

held unswervingly to truth and justice.

A: I believe that God demands this of every rational creature, and the rational

creature owes this to God by way of obedience.

B: It is right and proper for us to acknowledge this.

A: So that man owed this obedience to God the Father, and his humanity

owed it to his divinity; and the Father demanded this of him.

B: No one could doubt that.

A: So now you see what he did because obedience demanded it.

B: That’s true; and now I see what he endured that was inflicted on him be-

cause he persevered in obedience, since death was inflicted upon him because

he remained steadfast in obedience, and he endured death. But I do not

understand how obedience did not demand this.

A: If human beings had never sinned, would they deserve to suffer death, or

would it be right for God to demand this of them?

B: What we believe is that if human beings had never sinned, they would not

die, and God would not demand death of them. But I want to hear from you

the reason for this.

A: You do not deny that the rational creature was created just, and that it was

created in order to be happy in enjoying God.

B: No.

A: But you would not at all suppose it is fitting for God to compel what he

created just, and for the sake of happiness, to be wretched, and not on account

of any guilt.And it is wretched for a human being to die against his will.
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B: It is evident that if human beings had not sinned, it would not be right for

God to demand death from them.

A: It follows that God did not compel Christ, in whom there was no sin, to

die. On the contrary, Christ endured death of his own accord. His obedience

consisted not in abandoning his life, but in preserving justice; and he perse-

vered in justice with such fortitude that he incurred death.

It can also be said that the Father commanded that he die, since he com-

manded that on account of which he incurred death. So it was in that way

that he “did as the Father commanded” him, and drank “the cup that he gave,”

and was “made obedient” to the Father “to the point of death,” and “learned

obedience from the things he suffered”—learned, that is, how far one ought

to maintain obedience. Now the expression “he learned,” which is used in this

passage, can be understood in two ways. Either it is used for “he made others

learn,”27 or else it means that he learned by experience what he already knew

intellectually.As for the Apostle’s statement that “He humbled himself and was

made obedient to the point of death, even death on the cross,” to which he

adds, “for this reason God has also exalted him and given him a name that is

above every name”: this is like David’s words,“He drank from the brook along

the road; for that reason he has exalted his head.”28 It doesn’t mean that he

could in no way have come to this exaltation except through the obedience

of death, and that this exaltation was granted to him only as a reward for this

obedience. For even before he suffered, he himself said that all things were en-

trusted to him by the Father,29 and that everything the Father had was his.30

Rather, what it means is that he himself, together with the Father and the

Holy Spirit, had ordained that he would reveal to the world the loftiness of

his omnipotence in no other way than through death. And since it had been

ordained that this would come about only through that death, it is surely ap-

propriate to say that it came about because of that death, since it came about

through that death.

After all, if we aim at doing something, but we decide that we will first do

some other thing through which our ultimate aim will be achieved, then once

the preliminary thing has been done, if what we aim at comes about, it is cor-

rectly said to come about because the preliminary thing has been done, since it

had been ordained that the ultimate aim would be achieved only through the

preliminary thing. For example, suppose there is a river I can cross either on

horseback or by boat, but I decide I am not going to cross it except by boat.
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Since there is no boat available, I put off crossing the river. Now when a boat

becomes available, if I cross the river, it is rightly said of me that I crossed the

river because the boat became available.And we speak this way not only when

we have resolved to attain our ultimate aim only through some preliminary

step, but even when we have merely decided to attain our ultimate aim only

after some preliminary step, not through it. For example, suppose someone puts

off eating because he has not yet attended a celebration of mass that day. Once

he has done what he willed to do first, it would be appropriate to say to him,

“Have something to eat now, because you have now done the thing on account

of which you were putting off eating.” So it is not at all an unusual way of

speaking when Christ is said to have been exalted because he endured the death

through which, and after which, he decreed that he would bring about that

exaltation. This expression can also be understood in the same way as the pas-

sage in which we read that the Lord grew in wisdom and in grace before

God:31 not that this was actually the case, but that he conducted himself as

though this were the case. For he was exalted after his death as though he were

being exalted because of his death.

Now his statement that “I have not come to do my own will, but the will of

him who sent me” is the same sort of thing as “My teaching is not my own.”32

If someone has something from God and not from himself, he ought to say it

is not his own so much as it is God’s. Now no human being has the truth that

he teaches, or a just will, from himself, but from God. Therefore, Christ did

not come to do his own will but the Father’s will because the just will that he

had was not from humanity but from divinity. But God “did not spare his only

Son, but handed him over for our sake” simply means that God did not set

him free.We find many expressions like this in Holy Scripture. Now where he

says,“Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not as I will, but as

you will,” and “If this cup cannot pass unless I drink it, let your will be done,”

by his own will he means the natural desire for well-being by which human

flesh shrank from the pain of death. He speaks of the Father’s will, not in the

sense that the Father wanted the Son’s death rather than his life, but because

the Father was unwilling that the human race should be restored unless a

human being accomplished something as great as that death was.The demands

of reason were such33 that no one else was able to accomplish this, and that is

why the Son said the Father willed his death, which the Son himself willed to

suffer rather than that the human race should not be saved. It was as though
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he said,“Because you do not will that the reconciliation of the world should

come about in any other way, I say that you will my death in this way. There-

fore, let this will of yours be done—that is, let my death take place—so that

the world may be reconciled to you.”After all, we often say that someone wills

a because he doesn’t will b, and if he willed b, a would not come about. For

example, we say that someone wants to put out a light because he is unwill-

ing to close the window through which a wind comes in that blows out the

light. It is in this sense, then, that the Father willed the death of the Son: he

was unwilling for the world to be saved unless a human being accomplished

something so great, as I have said. Given that no one else could do this, and

that the Son so fervently desired the salvation of human beings, the Father’s

will had the same effect as if he had commanded the Son to die. Hence, he

did “as the Father commanded” him, and he drank “the cup that the Father

gave” him,“obedient to the point of death.”

Chapter 10

Another way in which the same passages can be understood correctly

It can also be rightly understood that the Father “commanded him”—but did

not compel him—through that generous will by which the Son was willing

to die for the salvation of the world; it was in that way that the Father gave

him the “cup” of his passion and “did not spare” him “but handed him over

for us” and willed his death, and that the Son himself was “obedient to the

point of death” and “learned obedience from the things he suffered.” For ac-

cording to his humanity he did not have from himself his will to live justly,

but from the Father; and in the same way, it could only be from “the Father

of lights,” from whom comes “every best gift and every perfect gift,”34 that he

had that will by which he was willing to die in order to accomplish so great

a good.And just as the Father is said to “draw” someone by giving him a will,

so too it is not inappropriate to say that the Father “impels” someone. For just

as the Son says of the Father, “No one comes to me unless the Father has

drawn him,”35 so too he could have said,“unless the Father has impelled him.”

And in a similar way he could have said, “No one risks death for my name’s

sake unless the Father has impelled or drawn him.”After all, given that some-

one is drawn or impelled by his will to that which he wills unswervingly, it is

fitting to affirm that God, who gives him such a will, is drawing or impelling

him. In this drawing or impelling we do not find any necessity resulting from
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violence, but only the spontaneous and loving clinging to the good will that

one has received. So since it is undeniable that the Father drew or impelled

the Son to his death in this way, by giving the Son that will, who will not un-

derstand that according to the same reasoning, the Father commanded him to

endure death of his own accord and gave him the cup that he willingly drank?

And if it is correct to say that the Son did not spare himself, but handed him-

self over for us of his own spontaneous will, who will deny that it is also cor-

rect to say that the Father, from whom he had such a will,“did not spare” him,

“but handed him over for us” and willed his death? In this way too, by

unswervingly and of his own accord preserving the will he had received from

the Father, the Son “was made obedient” to the Father “to the point of death”

and “learned obedience from the things he suffered”—that is, he learned how

great a deed was to be done out of obedience. For there is true and unalloyed

obedience when a rational nature, not from necessity but spontaneously,* pre-

serves the will it has received from God.

And there are other ways in which we can correctly understand the claim

that the Father willed the Son’s death, although the ones already given can suf-

fice. Just as we say that someone wills when he causes another person to will,

so too we say that someone wills when he does not cause the other person to

will but approves of his willing. For example, when we see someone bravely

willing to suffer some hardship in order to bring to completion what he

rightly wills, we acknowledge that we will that he endure such suffering; yet

we do not will or love his suffering but rather his will.We are also accustomed

to say of someone who can prevent something but does not prevent it that he

wills the thing he does not prevent. So, since the Son’s will was pleasing to the

Father, and since the Father did not prevent him from willing or from carry-

ing out what he willed, it is correct to affirm that the Father willed that the

Son endure death so generously and for so great a benefit, even though he did

not love the Son’s suffering. Now he said that the cup could not pass unless

he drank it, not because he could not have avoided death if he had wanted to,

but because (as I have said) it was impossible for the world to be saved in any

other way; and he unswervingly willed to suffer death rather than that the

world should not be saved. He spoke those words in order to make it clear that

the human race could not be saved except through his own death, not to in-

dicate that there was no way he could have avoided dying. And all the other

passages that say similar things about him should be expounded in such a way

that we believe he did not die out of any necessity but of his own free will.

He was, after all, omnipotent; and we read of him that “he was offered because

he himself willed it.”36 And he says himself,“I am laying down my life in order
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that I might take it up again. No one is taking it from me, but I am laying it

down of my own accord. I have the power to lay it down, and I have the

power to take it up again.”37 Therefore, it cannot be at all correct to say that

he was compelled to do something that he does by his own power and of his

own will.

B: But the mere fact that God allows him to be treated in that way, even

though he was willing, does not seem suitable for such a Father with respect

to such a Son.

A: On the contrary: it is especially appropriate for such a Father to consent

to such a Son if what the Son wills is praiseworthy because it honors God and

useful because it procures the salvation of human beings, which could not be

accomplished in any other way.

B: We are still trying to figure out how that death can be shown to be rea-

sonable and necessary. Otherwise, it seems that the Son should not have willed

it and the Father should not have compelled or permitted it.What we’re ask-

ing about, after all, is why God could not have saved humanity in some other

way, or, if he could have, why he willed to do it in this way. For it seems un-

fitting for God that humanity should be saved in this way, and it is also not ob-

vious what efficacy that death had for saving humanity. It would be quite

astonishing if God were so pleased by the blood of an innocent man, or so

much in need of his blood, that he would not or could not spare the guilty

unless the innocent man were killed.

A: Since in this debate you are playing the role of those who are unwilling to

believe anything unless it has first been demonstrated by reason, I want to

strike a deal with you: we will not accept anything unsuitable, however slight,

concerning God; and we will not throw out any argument, however modest,

that is not defeated by some weightier argument. For just as an impossibility

follows from anything unsuitable in God, however slight, so too necessity ac-

companies every argument, however modest, that is not defeated by some

weightier argument.

B: Nothing in this discussion would please me more than for us to keep this

agreement.

A: The question concerns only God’s Incarnation and the things that we be-

lieve about the human being assumed in the Incarnation.

B: That’s right.
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A: So let’s suppose that God’s Incarnation and the things we say about that

human being had never happened, and let’s agree that human beings were

made for a happiness that cannot be possessed in this life, that no one can at-

tain such happiness unless his sins are forgiven, and that no human being passes

through this life without sin. And let’s assume the other things in which we

must have faith in order to attain eternal salvation.

B: Agreed, since there does not seem to be anything impossible or anything

unsuitable for God in these claims.

A: It follows that remission of sins is necessary for human beings if they are

to attain happiness.

B: So we all believe.

Chapter 11

What it is to sin and to make recompense for sin

A: We must therefore investigate this question:“What is the rational basis on

which God forgives the sins of human beings?” In order to do this more

clearly, we should first see what it is to sin and what it is to make recompense

for sin.

B: It is your job to explain and my job to listen.

A: If angels and human beings were always to pay back to God what they

owe, they would never sin.

B: I cannot deny it.

A: And so sinning is nothing other than failing to pay back what one owes to

God.

B: What is the debt that we owe to God?

A: Every will of a rational creature ought38 to be subject to God’s will.

B: Nothing could be truer.

A: This is the debt that angels and human beings owe to God. No one who

discharges this debt sins, and everyone who fails to discharge it sins.This is the

justice or rectitude of will that makes people just or upright in heart, that is,

in will. This is the only and the complete honor that we owe to God and that
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God requires of us. For only such a will does works that are pleasing to God

when it has the power to do them; and when it does not have the power, it is

by itself pleasing to God, since no deed is pleasing without it. Someone who

does not pay back to God the honor that is owed him takes from God what

is rightly his and dishonors God; and this is what sinning is.

Now as long as someone fails to return what he has stolen, he remains in a

state of guilt. And it is not enough for him just to restore what he has taken.

Rather, because of the affront that he has perpetrated, he ought to pay back

more than he took. For example, if someone injures another’s health, it is not

enough for him to restore the other person’s health unless he also makes rec-

ompense for the damage he inflicted by causing pain. In the same way, if

someone violates another’s honor, it is not enough for him to pay back that

honor if he does not also offer something satisfactory to the one he has dis-

honored, as compensation for the harm he caused by dishonoring him. It is

important to notice this as well: when someone repays what he took unjustly,

he owes something that could not have been demanded from him if he had

not stolen what belonged to another. It is in this way, therefore, that all those

who sin ought to repay God the honor they have stolen from him; and this is

the recompense that every sinner ought to make to God.

B: Since we have undertaken to follow reason, I have nothing I could raise as

an objection to anything you have said. But you are scaring me just a little.

Chapter 12

Whether it is fitting for God to forgive sin by mercy alone,

without any repayment of the debt

A: Let’s go back and see whether it is fitting for God to forgive sin by mercy

alone, without any repayment of the honor that has been taken from him.

B: I don’t see why it isn’t fitting.

A: Forgiving sin in this way is the same as not punishing it. But to order sin

in the right way when no recompense is made just is to punish sin. So if sin is

not punished, it is left unordered.

B: What you say is reasonable.

A: But it is not fitting for God to leave anything unordered in his kingdom.

B: I fear I would be sinning if I wanted to say anything else.

A: So it is not fitting for God to leave sin unpunished in this way.

B: That follows.
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A: And there is something else that follows if sin is left unpunished in this

way: someone who sins will have the same standing before God as someone

who does not sin.And that does not befit God.

B: I cannot deny it.

A: Pay attention to this as well. Everyone knows that the justice of human be-

ings is subject to this law: what God gives as a reward is proportionate to the

greatness of a person’s justice.

B: That’s what we believe.

A: But if sin is neither discharged nor punished, it is subject to no law.

B: I cannot see it any other way.

A: Then if injustice is forgiven by mercy alone, it is freer than justice, which

is utterly absurd. Indeed, the absurdity goes so far as to make injustice like

God, since injustice is subject to no law just as God is subject to no law.

B: I cannot escape your reasoning. But since God commands us to forgive

unreservedly those who sin against us,39 he seems to be caught in a contradic-

tion, by commanding us to do what it is unfitting for him to do.

A: There is no contradiction here. God commands us to do this so that we

will not arrogate to ourselves what belongs to God alone. For the right to

exact vengeance belongs only to the one who is Lord of all. When earthly

powers act correctly in doing this, it is really God himself, by whom they were

ordained for this very purpose, who does it.

B: You have taken away the contradiction I thought was involved. But there

is another point on which I would like to have your response. God is so free

that he is subject to no law and to no one’s judgment; he is so kind that noth-

ing kinder can be conceived. Moreover, nothing is right or fitting except what

he wills. Given all that, it seems surprising for us to say that he in no way wills

to forgive harm done to himself, or that it is not fitting for him to do so, con-

sidering that we often ask his mercy even for harm we have done to others.

A: What you say about God’s freedom and will and kindness is true. But we

need to understand these things reasonably, so that we do not appear to con-

tradict God’s dignity. Freedom, after all, is only for what is expedient or fitting;

and what acts in a way that is unfitting for God should not be called kindness.

Now as for the claim that what God wills is just and what he does not will is
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not just, we should not take this to mean that if God wills something unsuit-

able, it is just, simply because God wills it. If God wills to lie, it does not fol-

low that it is just to lie.What follows is that he isn’t God. For there is no way

that a will can will to lie unless truth has been corrupted in it—or rather, un-

less it has become corrupted by abandoning truth. So saying “If God wills to

lie” is equivalent to saying “If God’s nature is such that he wills to lie”; it there-

fore does not follow that lying is just. Or else we can understand this as we

would understand the statement,“If this is true, then that is true,” when made

about two impossibilities; for neither is actually true. Thus, if someone were

to say,“If water is dry, then fire is wet,” neither of these is true.And so it is true

to say “If God wills this, it is just” only of things that it is not unsuitable for

God to will.After all, if God wills that it rain, it is just for it to rain; and if God

wills that a certain person be killed, it is just for that person to be killed.

Hence, given that it is not fitting for God to do anything unjustly or inordi-

nately, it does not pertain to his freedom, kindness, or will that he should leave

unpunished a sinner who does not repay God what he took from him.

B: You have taken away any ground for objection I thought I had.

A: Now notice a further reason that it is not fitting for God to do this.

B: I will gladly pay attention to whatever you say.

Chapter 13

That there is nothing less tolerable in the order of things than for a creature to take

away the honor that is owed to the Creator and not restore what he has taken

A: Nothing is less tolerable in the order of things than for a creature to take

away the honor that is owed to the Creator and not restore what he has taken.

B: Nothing could be clearer than that.

A: And nothing is more unjustly tolerated than something than which noth-

ing is less tolerable.

B: That is fairly obvious.

A: So I think you will not say that God ought to tolerate that than which

nothing is more unjustly tolerated, namely, a creature’s not paying back to God

what he has taken from him.

B: On the contrary, I see that this must be emphatically denied.

A: Furthermore, there is nothing that supreme Justice—which is simply God

himself—preserves more justly in his governance of things than his own

honor, since nothing is greater or better than God.
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B: Here again, nothing could be clearer than that.

A: There is therefore nothing that God preserves more justly than the honor

of his own dignity.

B: I have to concede that.

A: Do you think he keeps his honor unimpaired if he allows it to be taken

from him and not paid back, and does not punish the one who took it?

B: I wouldn’t dare say that.

A: Necessarily, then, when God’s honor is taken away, either it is paid back or

else punishment follows. Otherwise, either God would not be just toward

himself, or he would lack the power to enforce either repayment or punish-

ment.And it is impious even to think such a thing.

Chapter 14

In what way the punishment of a sinner is an honoring of God

B: I recognize that nothing more reasonable could be said. But I would like

to hear from you whether the punishment of a sinner is itself an honoring of

God, or in what way it honors God. After all, if the punishment of a sinner

does not bring honor to God, then when a sinner does not repay what he has

taken but instead is punished, God loses his honor in such a way as not to re-

cover it.And that appears to contradict the things you have said.

A: It is impossible for God to lose his honor. Either a sinner spontaneously

repays what he owes or else God exacts it from the sinner against his will. For

either someone offers to God by his own spontaneous* will the subjection

that he owes, whether by not sinning or by making restitution for sin, or else

God brings him into subjection against his will by tormenting him—thus

showing that he is his Lord, which the sinner refused to acknowledge volun-

tarily. It is important to recognize here that just as a human being in sinning

steals what belongs to God, so too God in punishing takes away what belongs

to the human being.You see, it is not only what someone already possesses that

can be said to belong to him, but also what is in his power to have. Human

beings were made in such a way that they have the power to be happy if they

do not sin. So when, because of their sin, they are deprived of happiness and

of every good thing, they are spending what is their own—unwillingly, of

course—to pay back what they have taken. For although God does not use

what he takes in order to benefit himself, in the way that a human being takes

money from someone else and uses it for his own purposes, he does use what

he takes for his own honor, just in virtue of the fact that he takes it. For by
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taking control of the sinner and what belongs to him, God demonstrates that

all these things are subject to himself.

Chapter 15

Whether God allows his honor to be violated even to a limited extent

B: I like what you’re saying. But there is another matter on which I would

like to have your response. If God ought to preserve his honor in the way you

have proved, why does he allow it to be violated even to a limited extent? For

if something is allowed to be harmed in any way, it is not being guarded com-

pletely and perfectly.

A: Nothing can be added to God’s honor or taken away from it, as far as God

is concerned. For God himself is his own incorruptible and utterly immutable

honor. But when a creature preserves the ordering that belongs to it and has

been, as it were, commanded for it—whether the creature preserves that or-

dering naturally* or rationally—it is said to obey God and honor him. This

is especially true of a rational nature, which has been given the power to un-

derstand what it owes. When a rational nature wills what it owes, it honors

God, not because it bestows anything on God, but because it spontaneously*
subjects itself to God’s will and governance, and it preserves both its own or-

dering within the whole universe and, so far as it can, the beauty of the uni-

verse itself. But when it does not will what it owes, it dishonors God as far as

it itself is concerned, because it does not spontaneously subject itself to God’s

governance, and it disrupts the order and beauty of the universe as much as it

can, although it in no way harms or tarnishes God’s power or dignity.

For if the things encompassed by the revolution of the heavens were to will

not to be beneath the heavens or to be removed from the heavens, it would

not be at all possible for them not to be beneath the heavens or for them to

flee from the heavens without approaching the heavens. From wherever they

might start, wherever they might go, and by whatever path they might take,

they would still be beneath the heavens; and the farther away they drew from

one part of the heavens, the closer they would come to the part that lies op-

posite. In the same way, although a human being or an evil angel may be un-

willing to be subject to God’s will and ordering, he has no power to escape it.

If he flees from God’s commanding will, he runs into God’s punishing will.

And if you ask by what path he runs from one to the other, the answer is just

this: by God’s permitting will. And supreme wisdom transforms the sinner’s

perverse will or action into order and beauty for the universe. Thus, leaving

aside the fact that God brings good out of evil in many ways, both a sponta-

neous recompense for perversity and the infliction of punishment on one who

does not make recompense have their proper place and a beautiful ordering
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in the same universe. If divine wisdom did not add these wherever perversity

tries to disturb correct order, a certain ugliness would arise from the violation

of the beauty of order in the very universe that God ought to make orderly,

and God would seem to fall short in his governance. Since these two conclu-

sions are as impossible as they are absurd, it is necessary that every sin is fol-

lowed by either recompense or punishment.

B: You have completely met my objection.

A: It is therefore clear that no one can honor or dishonor God as far as what

is in God himself is concerned; but as far as what is in the creature is con-

cerned, someone appears to honor or dishonor God when he either subjects

his own will to God’s will or withdraws his will from subjection to God’s.

B: I don’t know what I could say to the contrary.

Chapter 16

The reason that human beings are to make up for the number of angels who fell

A: I shall add something further.

B: Keep talking until I get tired of listening.

A: It is agreed that God set out to restore the number of angels who fell by

replacing them with human nature, which he created without sin.

B: We believe this, but I would like to have some rational explanation for it.

A: You have misled me.We set out to discuss nothing but God’s Incarnation,40

and now you’re throwing in extra questions for me.

B: Don’t be angry:“God loves a cheerful giver.”41 And the best way for any-

one to show that he is cheerful in giving what he has promised is to give more

than he promised. So answer my question willingly.

A: We must not doubt that God foreknew the number of rational natures

who either are or will be happy in the contemplation of God, a number so

reasonable and complete that it is not fitting for it to be greater or smaller.

After all, either God does not know the number of such natures that it is most

fitting for him to establish, which is false; or else, if he does know, he will es-

tablish those natures in the number that he understands to be most fitting for

this purpose. Therefore, either the angels who fell were created in order to be
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within that number, or else they fell of necessity because they were superflu-

ous and therefore could not persevere, which is an absurd thing to think.

B: What you say is an obvious truth.

A: Therefore, since they were supposed to belong to that number, either their

number must be restored, or else the number of rational natures, which God

foreknew as complete, will remain incomplete.

B: Undoubtedly they must be replaced.

A: Then they must be replaced with human nature, since there is no other

nature by which they can be replaced.

Chapter 17

That they cannot be replaced by other angels

B: Why can’t either those angels themselves, or else additional angels, take the

place of the angels who fell?

A: When you come to see the difficulty of our own restoration, you will un-

derstand the impossibility of their reconciliation.42 And additional angels can-

not take their place because (not to mention how that seems to impugn the

perfection of the original creation43) it would not be right for them to do so

unless they could be such as the other angels would have been if they had not

sinned. Now those original angels would have persevered without having seen

God’s vengeance upon sin; but once the original angels fell, that would be im-

possible for the additional angels who would be meant to take their place. For

these two are not equally praiseworthy if they remain steadfast in the truth:

one who has known no punishment for sin, and one who is always face to face

with an eternal punishment. Certainly we must by no means suppose that the

good angels were confirmed because of the fall of the evil angels; rather, they

were confirmed as a result of their own merit. If the good angels had sinned

when the evil angels did, they would have been damned along with them; and

in the same way, if the unjust angels had remained steadfast along with the just

angels, they too would have been confirmed. In fact, if some angels had to fall

in order for any angels to be confirmed, then either no angel would ever have

been confirmed, or else it was necessary that some angel fall and be punished

in order for the other angels to be confirmed.And both of those possibilities
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are absurd. And so those who remained steadfast were confirmed in exactly

the same way as all the angels would have been confirmed if they had re-

mained steadfast. I explained the way in which the good angels were con-

firmed, so far as I was able, where I discussed why God did not give the devil

perseverance.44

B: You have proved that the evil angels must be replaced by human nature,

and it is apparent from this reasoning that the number of elect human beings

will be no less than the number of reprobate angels. But if you can, show

whether there will be more elect human beings than there are reprobate angels.

Chapter 18

Whether there will be more holy human beings than there are evil angels

A: If the angels, before some of them fell, existed in that perfect number of

which we have spoken,45 then human beings were created for no other pur-

pose than to take the place of the lost angels. In that case it is clear that there

will be no more elect human beings than evil angels. On the other hand, if all

the angels together did not make up that perfect number, then human beings

must make up for both what was lost and what was originally lacking. In that

case, there will be more elect human beings than reprobate angels, and we will

say that human beings were not created solely to replenish that diminished

number, but also to complete what was not yet completed.

B: Which of these views should we prefer: that the angels were originally cre-

ated in that perfect number, or that they were not?

A: I will tell you what seems true to me.

B: That’s all I can ask of you.

A: If human beings were created after the fall of the evil angels, as some

people read Genesis, I do not see how I can give a definite proof of either al-

ternative on that basis. I think it’s possible that the angels were originally cre-

ated in that perfect number and that human beings were created afterwards in

order to replenish that diminished company. But it’s also possible that the an-

gels did not exist in that perfect number because God was delaying (as he is

still delaying) the fulfillment of that number because he was going to create

human nature at the proper time, thereby either simply completing the
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number that was not yet complete or else also restoring it, if it had been

diminished.

On the other hand, if the entire creation was made all at once, and the “days”

by which Moses seems to indicate that the world was not made all at once

must be understood as something other than the days that we experience in

our own lives, I cannot see how the angels were created in that complete

number. Indeed, it seems to me that if they were, then either some angels or

human beings had to fall, or else there would be more of them in the heav-

enly city than the fitting nature of that perfect number demanded. Therefore,

it seems that if all things were created at once, the angels and the first two

human beings were incomplete in number in such a way that if no angel fell,

human beings would simply make up for what was lacking, but if some angel

were lost, human beings would also replace what fell. And human nature,

which was weaker, would vindicate God and confound the devil if the devil

blamed his fall on his own weakness, since human nature remained steadfast

despite being weaker.And even if human nature fell, it would defend God all

the more against the devil and against itself, since although it was created very

weak and subject to death, in the elect it would rise from such weakness to

even greater heights than those from which the devil had fallen; for human

nature would be owed equality with the good angels, who, because they per-

severed, were exalted after the fall of the evil angels.

On the basis of these arguments it seems more likely to me that the angels

did not originally exist in that complete number in which the heavenly city

will be made perfect. For if human beings were not created simultaneously

with the angels, it is possible that this is true; and if they were created simul-

taneously (which is the prevailing opinion, since Scripture says,“He who lives

for ever created all things simultaneously”),46 this appears to be necessary. Even

if we understand the perfection of the creation of the world to be more a

matter of the number of natures than of the number of individuals, it is still

necessary that human nature was created in order to complete its perfection;

otherwise, human nature would be superfluous, which we would not dare to

say even of the nature of the smallest worm. So human nature was made to

take its own place in creation, and not merely to supply the place of individ-

uals of another nature. Hence, it is clear that even if no angel had been lost,

human beings would still have their own place in the heavenly city.And so it

follows that the angels did not exist in that perfect number before some of

them fell; for if they did, it was necessary for some angels or human beings to

fall, since no one could remain in the heavenly city outside that perfect number.
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B: You have really accomplished something.

A: And there is another argument, it seems to me, that lends considerable sup-

port to the view that the angels were not created in that perfect number.

B: Tell me.

A: If the angels were created in that perfect number, and human beings were

created exclusively to replace the lost angels, it is clear that unless the angels

had fallen from happiness, human beings would never have risen to happiness.

B: That is evident.

A: Now suppose someone were to say that elect human beings will exult as

much over the loss of the angels as they will rejoice in their own exaltation,

because undoubtedly their exaltation would not take place unless the angels’

fall had taken place. How can the elect be spared this perverse rejoicing? Or

how will we say that human beings are taking the place of the angels who fell,

given that if the angels had not fallen, they would have remained free from this

sin—the sin of rejoicing over others’ fall—whereas human beings will not be

able to avoid this sin? Indeed, how will they deserve to be happy when they

are guilty of this sin? And finally, how could we dare to say that God is un-

willing or unable to bring about this replacement without this sin?

B: Isn’t this just like the case of the Gentiles, who were called to faith because

the Jews rejected it?

A: No. If all the Jews had believed, the Gentiles would have been called any-

way, because “in every race47 one who fears God and does justice is acceptable

to God.”48 But because the Jews did not heed the apostles, there was an op-

portunity at that time for the apostles to turn to the Gentiles.

B: I don’t see any way I could object to what you are saying.

A: How would it come about, do you think, that individual people would re-

joice over another’s fall?

B: Only if each person will be certain that he would not be where he is un-

less someone else had fallen from that very place.

A: So if no one had that certainty, there would be no basis for anyone’s re-

joicing over another’s downfall.

B: So it seems.
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A: Do you think any of them will have such certainty if they greatly outnum-

ber the angels who fell?

B: There is no way I can think any of them will or ought to have such cer-

tainty. How, after all, could anyone know whether he was created to make up

for what had been lost from, or instead to fill up what had been left incom-

plete in, the full complement of the city that is to be established? Yet all of

them will be certain that they were created in order to make that city perfect.

A: So if there will be more elect human beings than reprobate angels, it will

be neither possible nor reasonable for any human being to know that he was

exalted to heaven only because of another’s fall.

B: That’s true.

A: So no one will have any reason to rejoice over another’s downfall.

B: That follows.

A: And so since we see that the unseemly conclusion that necessarily follows

if elect human beings will not outnumber reprobate angels does not follow if

they will, and since it is impossible that there will be anything unseemly in

that city, it appears to be necessary that the angels were not originally created

in that perfect number, and that there will be more blessed human beings than

there are wretched angels.

B: I do not see any rational basis to deny this.

A: I think another argument can be given for this same view.

B: You ought to expound that argument as well.

A: We believe that this bodily mass of the world will be transformed into

something better,49 and that this will not take place until the number of elect

human beings is brought to completion and that blessed city is made perfect;

but once the city is made perfect, the transformation of the bodily mass of the

world will no longer be delayed. From this it can be concluded that God has

intended from the beginning to bring both to perfection at the same time, for

two reasons: because the lesser nature that would not be aware of God would

by no means be perfected before the greater nature that would enjoy God, and

because that lesser nature, transformed into something better, would in its own

way rejoice, as it were, in the perfection of the greater nature. Indeed, every

creature would exult in its own glorious and wondrous consummation, eter-

nally sharing its joy, each in its own way, with the Creator, with itself, and with
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every other creature. For a creature that is not aware of God would exhibit

naturally,* through God’s governance, what the will does spontaneously* in a

rational nature.And we are accustomed to join in rejoicing over the exaltation

of those who are greater than we are, as when we rejoice with exultation on

the festival of the birthdays of the saints,50 rejoicing over their glory.

This view seems to be supported by the fact that if Adam had not sinned,

God would nevertheless have delayed perfecting that city until the number

that he was awaiting had been completed from human beings and they had

been transformed into the immortal immortality of bodies (if I may so express

it).You see, they had a sort of immortality in paradise: the power not to die.

But that power was not itself immortal, since it could die, in such a way that

human beings would no longer be able not to die.

If it is in fact true that God intended from the beginning to bring that ra-

tional and blessed city to completion at the same time as this earthly and non-

rational nature, it seems that either (1) that city was not complete in the

number of angels before the fall of the evil angels, but God was waiting to

complete it with human beings when he would transform the corporeal na-

ture of the world into something better; or else (2) if it was perfect in num-

ber, it was not perfect in confirmation, and its confirmation was to be

delayed—even if no one in it sinned—until the transformation of the world

that we await; or (3) if that confirmation was not to be delayed, then the trans-

formation of the world was to be moved forward so that it would take place

along with the confirmation.

(Not 3) But it is completely irrational that God should, from the very be-

ginning, intend to transform the newly created world as soon as he created it,

and to destroy those things that would not exist after the transformation, even

before the reason they were created in the first place became evident. It there-

fore follows that the angels did not exist in that perfect number in such a way

that their confirmation would not be long delayed; for if that had been the

case, the transformation of the world would have had to take place immedi-

ately, which is not fitting.

(Not 2) Now it seems unfitting for God to will to delay that confirmation

until the future transformation of the world, especially since he completed the

confirmation so quickly for some beings, and also since it can be understood

that at the time when human beings sinned, he would have performed this

confirmation for them if they had not sinned, just as he did for the angels who

persevered. For although they would not yet have been promoted to that

equality with the angels that human beings would ultimately attain when they
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formed part of that perfect number, it does seem that if they had been victo-

rious—so that, though tempted, they did not sin—they and all their progeny

would have been confirmed in the justice they possessed, so that they would

no longer be able to sin; just as, because they were defeated and sinned, they

were so weakened that they could not by their own efforts be free from sin.

For who would dare to say that injustice had more power to bind the human

being in slavery when he consented to its first persuasion than justice would

have had power to confirm him in freedom when he cleaved to it in the face

of the first temptation? For since the whole of human nature was in our first

parents, the whole of human nature in them was overcome in such a way that

it sinned, with the exception of that one man whom God knew how to keep

free from Adam’s sin, even as he knew how to make him from a virgin with-

out a man’s seed; and in the same way, the whole of human nature would have

been victorious in them if they had not sinned.

(1) So the only thing left to say is that the original number of angels was not

enough to complete the heavenly city, but it was to be completed with human

beings.And if all these things are true, there will be more elect human beings

than there are reprobate angels.

B: The things you say seem extremely reasonable to me. But what shall we

say about the Scripture that says God “established the limits of the peoples ac-

cording to the number of the sons of Israel”?51 Because the words ‘angels of

God’ are found in place of ‘sons of Israel’,52 some people expound this pas-

sage as meaning that the number of elect human beings is to be set according

to the number of good angels.

A: This is not inconsistent with the view I have set forth, so long as it is not

certain that the number of angels who fell is exactly the same as the number

who remained. For if there are more elect angels than reprobate angels, it is

both necessary that elect human beings replace the reprobate angels and pos-

sible that the number of blessed human beings is equal to the number of

blessed angels.And thus there will be more just human beings than unjust an-

gels. But keep in mind the agreement we made before I began to answer your

questions:“if I say something that is not confirmed by a greater authority, even

if I appear to prove it by reason, it should be accepted with confidence only

as what seems true to me for the time being, until God in some way reveals
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something better to me.”53 For I am certain that if I say anything that un-

doubtedly contradicts Scripture, it is false; and I do not wish to maintain it

once I have recognized the contradiction. But there are matters in which it is

possible to hold any of a number of views without danger, and the issue we

are now discussing is one of those, since I do not think there is any danger to

the soul if we do not know whether there will be more elect human beings

than lost angels, and we favor one of these possibilities over the other. If in

such matters we expound the divine writings in such a way that they seem to

support different views, and we find no passage that settles what we must un-

hesitatingly hold, I do not think anyone ought to find fault with us.

Now as for the passage you brought up—“he established the limits of the

peoples,” that is, of the nations, “according to the number of the angels of

God,” which in another translation reads, “according to the number of the

sons of Israel”—since both translations either signify the same thing or signify

different things but without any contradiction, we should understand that

both ‘the angels of God’ and ‘the sons of Israel’ signify only the good angels,

or only elect human beings, or both the angels and elect human beings to-

gether (that is, the whole heavenly city); or that ‘the angels of God’ signifies

only the holy angels and ‘the sons of Israel’ only the just human beings; or that

‘the sons of Israel’ signifies only the angels and ‘the angels of God’ just human

beings. If both expressions signify only the good angels, then that is the same

as if only ‘the angels of God’ had been used. But if they signify the whole

heavenly city, the verse means that the peoples (that is, the multitudes of elect

human beings) will continue to be exalted, or there will continue to be peo-

ples in this present age, so long as the predestined number of that city has not

yet been made complete by human beings.

But I do not now see how ‘the sons of Israel’ can mean only the angels, or

both angels and holy human beings. By contrast, it is not strange for holy

human beings to be called ‘sons of Israel’, just as they are called ‘sons of Abra-

ham’54 They can also rightly be called ‘angels of God’ in virtue of the fact that

they imitate angelic life and are promised likeness and equality with the an-

gels in heaven, and also because all who live justly are angels of God for the

same reason that they are called ‘confessors’ or ‘martyrs’. For one who confesses

and bears witness to God’s truth is a messenger—that is, an angel—of 

God.55 And if an evil human being is called a devil, as the Lord called Judas a
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devil,56 because they are alike in evil, then why shouldn’t a good human being

be called an angel because he imitates an angel’s justice? Therefore, we can (or

so I think) say that God established “the limits of the peoples according to the

number” of elect human beings because there will be peoples and the procre-

ation of human beings in this world until the number of the elect is made

complete; and once it is complete, the begetting of human beings that takes

place in this life will come to an end.

On the other hand, if we take ‘the angels of God’ to mean the holy angels

alone and ‘the sons of Israel’ to mean only just human beings, there are two

ways in which we can understand the claim that “God established the limits

of the peoples according to the number of the angels of God”: either that as

many people (that is, as many human beings) will be exalted as there are holy

angels of God, or that there will be peoples until the number of the angels of

God is filled up from human beings.And I can see only one way in which we

can expound the claim that he “established the limits of the people according

to the number of the sons of Israel,” namely, that as was said above, there will

be peoples in this present age until the number of holy human beings is com-

pleted. Either translation implies that the number of human beings who will

be exalted is the same as the number of angels who remained; but even though

the lost angels will be replaced by human beings, it does not follow from this

that the number of angels who fell is the same as the number who persevered.

But if that claim is made, one will have to find some mistake in the arguments

given above, which seem to establish that the angels did not exist in that per-

fect number I have talked about before some of them fell, and that there will

be more elect human beings than evil angels.

B: I do not regret compelling you to say these things about the angels, for it

was not done in vain. Now return to the point from which we digressed.

Chapter 19

That human beings cannot be saved without recompense for sin

A: It has been established that God intended for human beings to replace the

angels who fell.

B: Certainly.

A: So in the heavenly city the human beings who are taken up into that place

as replacements for the angels ought to be such as the angels whom they are

replacing were going to be in that city: in other words, they should be such as
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the good angels are now. Otherwise, those who fell would not in fact be re-

placed, and it would follow either that God cannot complete the good thing

that he has undertaken, or else that he regrets having undertaken so great a

good—both of which are absurd.

B: Indeed, it is right that human beings should be equal to the good angels.

A: Did the good angels ever sin?

B: No.

A: Can you think that a human being who sinned at one time and never

made recompense to God for his sin, but is simply let off without punishment,

is equal to an angel who never sinned?

B: I can think such words and say them, but I cannot conceive their mean-

ing, in the same way that I cannot understand that falsity is truth.

A: Therefore, it is not fitting for God to exalt sinful human beings to replace

fallen angels without recompense for sin, since truth does not allow them to

be raised to equality with the blessed.

B: That is what reason shows.

A: Now leave aside the fact that human beings ought to be made equal to the

angels, and just consider human beings themselves. Should God promote them

in this way to any happiness, even the happiness they had before they sinned?

B: Tell me what you think, and I will examine it as well as I can.

A: Let’s suppose some rich man holds in his hand a precious pearl that has

never been touched by any impurity. Suppose no one else can take it out of

his hand unless he himself permits it, and that he plans to put it away in his

treasury, where all his costliest and most precious possessions are found.

B: I conceive this as clearly as if it were right in front of us.

A: Suppose he permits some envious person to grab that pearl out of his hand

and cast it into the mud, even though he could prevent this; and afterwards he

takes it out of the mud and puts it away, still muddy and unwashed, in some

clean and costly place, to be stored in that condition from then on.Would you

think him wise?

B: How could I? Would it not be far better for him to keep and store his pearl

clean rather than dirty?

A: Wouldn’t God be acting in a similar way? He held human beings in his

hand, so to speak, in paradise; they were sinless, destined to be companions for

the angels. If he had willed to prevent the devil, the devil would not have been
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able to tempt human beings; so he allowed the devil, enraged with envy, to

cast them down into the mire of sin—with their consent, admittedly. So

wouldn’t God be acting in a similar way if he led human beings, stained with

the grime of sin and without any washing (that is, without any recompense),

even back into the paradise from which they had been cast out, to remain in

that condition for ever?

B: I do not dare deny that if God did this, the analogy would hold; and for

that reason I do not grant that he can do it. For in that case it would appear

that either he could not accomplish what he had set out to do or else that he

had come to regret the good thing he had set out to do; and neither of those

can be true of God.

A: Therefore, you must hold with the utmost certainty that without recom-

pense—that is, without a spontaneous payment of the debt—God cannot

leave sin unpunished and a sinner cannot attain happiness, even such happi-

ness as he had before he sinned. For without recompense human beings would

not be restored, even to the state they were in before they sinned.

B: I cannot in any way contradict your arguments. But then why do we say

to God, “forgive us our debts”?57 Why does every nation pray to the god in

which it believes that he will forgive their sins? If we pay what we owe, why

do we pray for God to forgive it? Is God unjust, so that he demands again

what has already been paid? On the other hand, if we do not pay our debt,

why do we pray in vain for God to do something that he cannot do, because

it would be unfitting for him to do it?

A: Someone who does not pay it says “forgive” in vain. But someone who

does pay it asks for forgiveness, because his asking forgiveness is part of his

payment. God, after all, owes nothing to anyone, but every creature is in debt

to him. For that reason it is not appropriate for a human being to deal with

God as though they were on an equal footing. But there is no need for me to

answer your questions about this matter right now. Once you come to see

why Christ died, perhaps you will see on your own the answer to your

question.

B: Then the answer you have already given is enough for me for the time

being. But you have shown that human beings cannot attain happiness in a state

of sin or be released from sin unless they repay what they took by sinning—

shown it so clearly, in fact, that I could not doubt it even if I wanted to.
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Chapter 20

That recompense ought to be proportionate to sin, and that 

human beings cannot make recompense on their own

A: I think you will also not doubt that recompense ought to be proportion-

ate to sin.

B: Otherwise sin would remain disordered to some extent, and that cannot

be the case if God leaves nothing disordered in his kingdom. And it was set-

tled in advance that any unseemliness, however small, is impossible in God.58

A: Then tell me: what will you give God in payment for your sin?

B: Repentance, a contrite and humble heart, acts of self-denial and a great va-

riety of bodily labors, mercy in giving and forgiving, and obedience.

A: What are you giving to God in all these things?

B: Do I not honor God when out of fear and love for him I cast down tem-

poral happiness in heartfelt contrition, when I trample underfoot the pleasures

and repose of this life in acts of self-denial and labor, when I bestow my own

possessions in giving and forgiving, when I submit my very self to God in

obedience?

A: When you repay God what you already owe him even if you have not

sinned, you should not count this as payment for the debt you owe for sin-

ning.And you owe God all the things you have mentioned. In this mortal life

your love and (this is where prayer comes in) your desire to reach the state for

which you were created, and your sorrow that you are not yet there, and your

fear of not reaching it, ought to be so great that you should not experience

any happiness except in things that give you help or hope in reaching that

state. For if you do not love and desire it in accordance with its nature, and

feel sorrow that you do not yet have it and that there remains such great un-

certainty whether you will ever have it, then you do not deserve to have it.

This involves fleeing the repose and worldly pleasures that call the soul away

from that true repose and pleasure, except insofar as you know they support

your effort to reach that state. As for giving, you ought to regard yourself as

doing that because you owe it, as you understand that what you give, you do

not have from yourself, but from the one of whom both you and the one to

whom you give are servants. And nature teaches you that you should do to

your fellow servant, that is, to your fellow human being, what you want him
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to do to you,59 and that someone who is not willing to give what he has ought

not to receive what he does not have. As for forgiving, I will say briefly that

vengeance does not belong to you in any way, as we said above.60 For you do

not belong to yourself, and the one who has wronged you does not belong to

you or to himself. Rather, both of you are servants of the one Lord who cre-

ated you from nothing; and if you take revenge on your fellow servant, you

arrogantly presume to exercise on him the judgment that rightly belongs to

the Lord and Judge of all. And as for obedience, what are you giving to God

that you do not already owe? For you owe everything you are, everything you

have, and everything you can do to his command.

B: I no longer dare to say that in any of these things I am giving something

to God that I do not already owe.

A: Then what will you give to God in payment for your sin?

B: If even when I do not sin I owe God my very self and everything I can

do, lest I sin, then I have nothing that I can give in payment for my sin.

A: Then what will become of you? How will you be able to be saved?

B: If I think about your arguments, I don’t see how I can be saved. But if I

turn to my faith, I have hope in the Christian faith,“which is active through

love,”61 that I can be saved. I also have hope because we read that “if an unjust

man turns from injustice and does justice,”62 all his injustices are forgotten.

A: But that is addressed only to those who either looked for Christ before he

came or believe in him now that he has come. But when we set out to inves-

tigate by reason alone whether it was necessary for Christ to come in order to

save humanity, we agreed to treat Christ and the Christian faith as though they

had never existed.

B: Indeed we did.

A: Then let us proceed by reason alone.

B: Although you are leading me into difficulties, I still very much want you

to proceed in the way you set out.
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Chapter 21

How serious sin is

A: Let’s suppose you do not owe all the things you just suggested you could offer

in payment for your sin, and let’s examine whether they could be sufficient

recompense for a single sin as small as, say, one glance contrary to God’s will.

B: If it weren’t for the fact that I hear you raising this question, I should have

thought I could wipe out this sin with just one act of remorse.

A: You have not yet come to grips with how serious sin is.

B: Show me now.

A: Imagine that you found yourself under God’s watchful eye and someone

said to you, “Look over there,” but God said, “I do not in any way want you

to look.” Now ask yourself in your own heart what there is, among all the

things that are, for the sake of which you ought to take that look, contrary to

the will of God.

B: I find nothing on account of which I ought to do so, unless perhaps I were

in such a bind that it would be necessary for me to do it in order to avoid

committing some greater sin.

A: Set that case of necessity aside and just think about whether you can com-

mit that sin in order to save your own life.

B: I see quite clearly that I can’t.

A: Not to drag this out any longer: what if it were necessary that either the

whole world and whatever is not God perish and return to nothing, or else

you do such a small thing contrary to God’s will?

B: When I think about the action itself, I see that it is something exception-

ally insignificant. But when I recognize that it is contrary to God’s will, I un-

derstand that it is something exceptionally serious and not commensurable

with any loss.Yet we often justifiably act contrary to someone’s will in order

to keep his possessions safe, and afterwards he approves what we did contrary

to his will.

A: This is true in the case of a person who sometimes does not understand

what is useful for himself or who cannot replace what he loses. But God needs

nothing; and if all things perished, he could replace them, just as he made them

in the first place.

B: I must admit that I ought not to do anything contrary to God’s will, even

to preserve the whole of creation.
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A: What if there were many worlds, as full of creatures as this one is?

B: Even if there were infinitely many worlds spread out before me, I would

give the same answer.

A: Nothing you can do would be more correct. But now suppose you did in

fact take that look contrary to God’s will. Consider what you might be able

to give in payment for that sin.

B: I have nothing greater to give than what I said earlier.

A: That is how seriously we sin every time we knowingly do something,

however small, contrary to the will of God; for we are always under his watch-

ful eye, and he always commands us not to sin.

B: As I hear it, we are living very dangerously.

A: It is evident that God demands recompense according to the size of the

sin.

B: I cannot deny it.

A: So you do not make recompense unless what you pay back is greater than

the thing for the sake of which you ought not to have committed the sin.

B: I see that reason requires this, and I also see that this is completely

impossible.

A: And God cannot, because he ought not, exalt to happiness anyone who is

in any way liable for the debt of sin.

B: This conclusion is serious indeed.

Chapter 22

What injury human beings did to God when they allowed themselves 

to be overcome by the devil, for which they cannot make recompense

A: Hear yet another reason that it is no less difficult for human beings to be

reconciled to God.

B: If faith did not give me comfort, the first reason alone would compel me

to give up hope.

A: Listen anyway.

B: Go ahead.

A: Human beings in paradise, created without sin, were (so to speak) put in

God’s place between God and the devil so that they would overcome the devil
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by not consenting to his temptation to sin, thus vindicating and honoring God

and confounding the devil—for then the weaker ones on earth would not have

sinned though the devil tempted them, whereas the stronger one in heaven had

sinned though no one tempted him. And although human beings could have

accomplished this easily, they allowed themselves—not coerced by any power,

but simply giving in to temptation of their own accord—to be overcome in ac-

cordance with the devil’s will and contrary to the will and honor of God.

B: What are you getting at?

A: Judge for yourself whether it is not contrary to God’s honor for human

beings to be reconciled to him when they are still guilty of the insult and

wrong they have done to God, unless they have first honored God by over-

coming the devil, just as they dishonored God by being overcome by the

devil. Now that victory ought to be like this: just as human beings were strong

and immortal in power when they gave their consent for sin to the devil,

thereby justly incurring the punishment of mortality, so too, weak and mortal

as they have made themselves, they will overcome the devil through the pain

of death in such a way as not to sin at all. But they cannot do this as long as

they are conceived with the wounds of the first sin and born in sin.

B: I say again that reason proves what you are saying, and yet what you are

saying is impossible.

Chapter 23

What human beings took away from God when they sinned,

which they cannot repay

A: Note one further condition that must be met if human beings are to be

justly reconciled but that is no less impossible.

B: You have already put forward so many things we ought to do that noth-

ing you add can make me any more afraid.

A: But listen.

B: I’m listening.

A: What did human beings take from God when they allowed themselves to

be overcome by the devil?

B: You should say, as you started to, because I don’t know what else they

could add to the evils you have already set forth.

A: Did they not take from God whatever he intended to make out of human

nature?
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B: Undeniably.

A: Think in terms of uncompromising justice and judge on that basis

whether human beings make recompense to God that is equal to their sin un-

less, by overcoming the devil, they restore the very thing they took from God

by allowing themselves to be overcome by the devil: so that, as the devil took

what was God’s and God lost it through humanity’s defeat, so too the devil

will lose it and God recover it through humanity’s victory.

B: Nothing more uncompromising or more just can be conceived.

A: Do you think supreme justice can transgress this justice?

B: I don’t dare think so.

A: Therefore, there is no way human beings either should or can receive from

God what God intended to give them, unless they pay back to God every-

thing they took from him, so that God will recover this through human be-

ings just as he lost it through human beings. There is only one way that this

can be accomplished: just as, through one who was defeated the whole of

human nature was corrupted and, as it were, leavened with sin—and God

does not exalt any sinner to perfect that heavenly city—so too, through one

who is victorious, as many human beings will be justified from sin as were

going to complete that number, which human beings were created in order to

complete. But there is no way for a sinful human being to do this, since a sin-

ner cannot justify a sinner.

B: Nothing is more just, and nothing is more impossible. But these consider-

ations seems to spell the end of divine mercy and human hope when it comes

to the happiness for which human beings were created.

Chapter 24

That as long as they do not repay God what they owe, they cannot be 

happy; and that they are not excused because of their inability

A: Be patient just a little while longer.

B: What more do you have to say?

A: If a human being is called unjust because he does not repay what he owes

to another human being, one who does not repay what he owes to God is all

the more unjust.

B: If he is able to repay it and does not do so, he is truly unjust. But if he is

not able to repay it, how is he unjust?
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A: Perhaps if he is not responsible for that inability, he can be excused to some

extent. But if the inability is his fault, it does not excuse him from repaying

what he owes, just as it does not mitigate his sin. Suppose someone orders 

his servant to perform some task. Suppose he shows the servant a pit from

which there is no way to get out, and he warns the servant not to fall into it.

But the servant ignores his master’s command and warning; of his own ac-

cord he throws himself into the ditch he was shown, so that there is no way

he can perform the task he was assigned. Do you think his inability to per-

form the task he was assigned can in any way serve to excuse him for not

performing it?

B: Not at all. Instead it serves to magnify his fault, since he brought that in-

ability on himself. He has sinned in two ways: he did not do what he was com-

manded to do, and he did what he was warned not to do.

A: Human beings are without excuse in just the same way. For of their own

accord they bound themselves to a debt they are unable to pay, and it is by

their own fault that they made themselves unable to repay not only what they

already owed before they sinned (namely, not to sin), but also what they owe

because they sinned. Their inability is itself a fault, since it is not something

they ought to have—in fact, they ought not to have it. For just as it is a fault

not to have what one ought to have, so too it is a fault to have what one ought

not to have. Therefore, just as it is a fault in human beings that they do not

have the ability they received in order to be able to avoid sin, so too it is a fault

in them that they have the inability in virtue of which they cannot hang on

to justice or avoid sin or give anything in repayment for what they owe on ac-

count of sin. After all, they spontaneously did what caused them to lose that

ability and fall into that inability. (For not having the ability they ought to have

is the same thing as having the inability they ought not to have.) For that rea-

son their inability to repay God what they owe, which brings it about that

they do not repay, does not excuse human beings for not repaying it, since an

effect of sin does not excuse the sin that it in turn brings about.

B: This is very dire, but it must be the way things are.

A: Therefore, a human being who does not repay God what he owes is

unjust.

B: That is all too true. For he is unjust because he does not repay, and he is

unjust because he cannot repay.

A: Now no unjust person will be admitted to happiness. Happiness is a state

of fullness in which nothing is lacking, and so it is suitable only for those in

whom justice is so pure that there is no injustice in them.
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B: I do not dare believe otherwise.

A: So someone who does not repay God what he owes cannot be happy.

B: I can’t deny that that follows.

A: Now you might want to say that God, who is merciful, forgives the debt

of those who call upon him—precisely because they cannot repay it. But there

are only two things God can be said to forgive: either that which human be-

ings ought to repay of their own accord but cannot—that is, that which could

make recompense for sin, which ought not to be committed even to preserve

everything that is not God; or that which he was going to take away from

them against their will as punishment, as I explained above—that is, happi-

ness. Now if God forgives what human beings ought to repay of their own

accord, precisely because they cannot repay it, isn’t that the same as God’s for-

giving what he cannot have? But it is a travesty to attribute that sort of mercy

to God.And if, on account of their inability to repay what they ought to repay

of their own accord,God forgives what he was going to take away against their

will, he is lightening the punishment of human beings and making them

happy on account of sin, because they have what they ought not to have. For

they ought not to have this inability, and for that very reason, as long as they

have it without recompense, it is sin for them. But mercy of this sort is alto-

gether contrary to God’s justice, which does not permit anything other than

punishment to be repayment for sin. Hence, it is impossible for God to be

merciful in this way, just as it is impossible for God to be contrary to himself.

B: I see that we need to look for some other mercy in God besides this.

A: Assume that God does forgive someone who does not repay what he

owes, precisely because he cannot repay it.

B: I wish that were really true.

A: As long as he does not repay it, either he wills to repay it or he does not.

But if he wills what he cannot do, he is lacking something. On the other hand,

if he does not will it, he is unjust.

B: Nothing could be clearer.

A: But whether he is lacking or unjust, he is not happy.

B: That too is obvious.

A: Therefore, as long as he does not repay it, he cannot be happy.

B: If God follows the rational demands of justice, wretched mortals cannot

escape it, and God’s mercy seems to perish.
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A: You asked for reason; you must accept reason. I do not deny the mercy of

God, who saves men and beasts, as he has multiplied his mercy.63 But we are

speaking now about that final mercy by which he makes human beings happy

after this present life. And I take it that by the arguments given above, I have

shown compellingly that this happiness ought not to be given to any but those

whose sins are completely forgiven, and that this forgiveness ought not to take

place unless the debt that is owed on account of sin is repaid, according to the

magnitude of the sin. If you think any objection can be raised to those argu-

ments, you ought to say so.

B: In fact I see that none of your arguments can be weakened in the slight-

est respect.

A: I don’t think so either, provided that they are examined well. Besides, if

even one of all the arguments I have put forward has the strength of invinci-

ble truth, that ought to be enough. For the truth is secured against all doubt

equally well, whether it is demonstrated invincibly by just one argument or by

several.

B: That is certainly true.

Chapter 25

That of necessity human beings are saved through Christ

How then will human beings be saved, given that they cannot themselves pay

what they owe and ought not to be saved unless they pay it? Or how will we

have the effrontery to say that God,“who is rich in mercy”64 beyond human

understanding, cannot bestow this mercy?

A: At this point you ought to ask those who do not believe that Christ is nec-

essary for human salvation—those on whose behalf you are speaking—to say

how human beings can be saved apart from Christ. If they cannot do so in

some way, they should stop mocking us and instead draw near and join us who

do not doubt that human beings can be saved through Christ; or else they

should give up hope that we can be saved in any way at all. If they recoil from

this, let them believe in Christ along with us, so that they can be saved.

B: As I have from the beginning, I will ask you to show me the reason ac-

cording to which human beings are saved through Christ.
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A: Since even unbelievers don’t deny that human beings can somehow be

made happy, and since it has been fully demonstrated that if we assume Christ

does not exist, we cannot find any way human beings can be saved, isn’t that

sufficient proof that human beings can be saved through Christ? After all,

human beings can be saved either through Christ, or by some other means, or

by no means. So if it is false that they can be saved by no means or by some

other means, it is necessary that they can be saved through Christ.

B: Suppose someone who grasped the reason that it cannot be by any other

means, but didn’t understand how it can be through Christ, should wish to

claim that this cannot be the case either through Christ or in any other way.

How will we respond to him?

A: How should one respond to someone who insists that what must be the

case is impossible, simply because he does not know how it is the case?

B: That he is a fool.

A: Then one should pay no attention to what he says.

B: True, but one still ought to show him the reason of what he thinks is 

impossible.

A: Do you not understand, on the basis of what we said above, that it is nec-

essary that some human beings will attain happiness? For if it is unfitting for

God to bring human beings who are in any way blemished to that state for

which he created them unblemished, lest he seem to regret the good he had

undertaken or to be unable to achieve his purpose, much more so is it impos-

sible, on account of that same unfittingness, that no human being is advanced

to the state for which he was created. So either some recompense for sin, of

the sort we showed earlier ought to exist, must be found outside the Christ-

ian faith—and no reasoning can reveal any such thing—or else one must be-

lieve in that faith without doubting. For if one has concluded by means of a

necessary argument that something is really and truly the case, one ought not

to fall into any doubt about it, even if one does not grasp the reason for how

it is the case.

B: What you say is true.

A: So what more is there for you to ask?

B: I did not get involved in this discussion so that you would take away my

doubts about the faith, but so that you would show me a reason for my cer-

tainty.You have already led me by reason to see that sinful human beings owe

God, on account of their sin, something that they cannot repay but that they

must repay if they are to be saved. Now I want you to lead me further, so that
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I understand on the basis of rational necessity that all the things the Catholic

faith requires us to believe about Christ if we want to be saved must be true,

and how they are efficacious for human salvation, and in what way God saves

human beings through his mercy, given that he does not forgive their sin un-

less they repay him what they owe on account of sin. And to make your ar-

guments more solidly grounded, start from a long way back so that you build

them on a firm foundation.

A: May God help me now, since you are not making any allowances for me

or taking into account the weakness of my knowledge in imposing so great a

task on me. But I will try, since I have already begun, trusting not in myself

but in God; and I will do whatever I can, with his help. But to keep from

wearing out someone who wants to read this by going on too long without

a break, let’s separate the earlier discussion from what is still to be said by mak-

ing a fresh start.
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BOOK TWO

Chapter 1

Human beings were created just, in order that they might be happy

A: It should not be doubted that God made rational nature just, in order that

it might be happy in enjoying him. For it is rational in order that it might dis-

tinguish between the just and the unjust, between the good and the bad, and

between the greater good and the lesser good. Otherwise, it would have been

made rational in vain, and God did not make it rational in vain. Therefore,

there is no doubt that it was made rational for this purpose.

A similar argument proves that it received this power of discernment so that

it might hate and avoid evil, so that it might love and choose good, and so that

it might love and choose the greater good to a greater degree. Otherwise God

would have given it this power of discernment in vain, since its discernment

would be in vain if it did not love and avoid things in accordance with its dis-

cernment; and it is not fitting that God should bestow so great a power in

vain.And so it is certain that rational nature was made for the purpose of lov-

ing and choosing the supreme Good above all other things, not for the sake

of something else, but for his own sake. After all, if rational nature loves the

supreme Good for the sake of something else, it loves something else and not

the supreme Good. Now it cannot love the supreme Good for its own sake

unless it is just. Therefore, it was made rational and just at the same time so

that it would not be rational in vain.

Now given that it was made just so that it might choose and love the

supreme Good, it was made to be just either so that it would at some time at-

tain what it loves and chooses, or not. But if was not made just so that it would

attain what it loves and chooses in this way, its being made just, so that it loves

and chooses this, would be in vain, and there would be no reason why it ever

ought to attain what it loves. Therefore, as long as it continues to act justly by

loving and choosing the supreme Good, which is the purpose for which it was

made, it will be unhappy, because it will lack something against its will, by not

having what it desires—which is altogether absurd. Consequently, rational na-

ture was made just in order that it might be happy in enjoying the supreme

Good, that is, God. Therefore, human beings, who are rational in nature, were

made just in order that they might be happy in enjoying God.

Chapter 2

That they would not die if they had not sinned

It is easy to prove that human beings were made such that they would not die
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of necessity, because, as we have already said,1 it is incompatible with God’s

wisdom and justice that he should compel those whom he made just for the

sake of eternal happiness to suffer death apart from any guilt. So it follows that

if they had never sinned, they would never die.

Chapter 3

That they will rise again with the body in which they live in this life

This affords a clear proof of the future resurrection of the dead. If human be-

ings are to be perfectly restored, they certainly ought to be reestablished as

what they were going to be if they had not sinned.

B: It cannot be otherwise.

A: If human beings had not sinned, they were going to be transformed into

incorruptibility along with the bodies that they bore.Accordingly, therefore, it

must be the case that when they are restored, they will be restored along with

the bodies in which they lived in this life.

B: What answer will we give if someone says that this ought to be done for

those in whom the human race will be restored, but it need not be done for

the reprobate?

A: Nothing is understood to be more just or more fitting than this: just as, if

human beings had persevered in justice, their whole being—that is, soul and

body—would be eternally happy, so too, if they persevere in injustice, their

whole being will likewise be eternally wretched.

B: Though you have spoken concisely, you have offered me an adequate ac-

count of these matters.

Chapter 4

That God will complete what he began in human nature

A: On the basis of these considerations it is easy to recognize that either God

will complete what he began in human nature or else he made so sublime a

nature for so great a good in vain.And since we know that God made noth-

ing more precious than rational nature, which he created so that it might re-

joice in him, it is utterly foreign to him that he should allow any rational

nature to perish entirely.
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B: A rational heart cannot think otherwise.

A: It is therefore necessary that he complete what he began in human nature.

And as we have said, this can take place only through a perfect recompense for

sin, which no sinner can make.

B: I now understand that it is necessary for God to complete what he has

begun, lest he seem to fall short in his undertaking in a way that is not fitting.

Chapter 5

That although it is necessary that this be done, God is not compelled by necessity 

to do it; and that there is a necessity that eliminates or diminishes 

gratitude, and a necessity that increases gratitude

But if this is so, it seems that God is, as it were, compelled to secure human

salvation by the necessity of avoiding what is unfitting. So how can it be de-

nied that he does this more for his own sake than for ours? Or if this is so,

what gratitude do we owe him for what he does for his own sake? And how

will we ascribe our salvation to his grace if he saves us out of necessity?

A: There is a necessity that eliminates or diminishes gratitude to a benefac-

tor, and there is a necessity that increases the gratitude one owes for a bene-

fit.When someone confers a benefit unwillingly because of the necessity to

which he is subject, he is owed little or no gratitude. But when he sponta-

neously* subjects himself to the necessity of conferring a benefit, and he does

not remain subject to the necessity against his will, then he surely deserves

greater gratitude for his benefit. In fact, this should not be called necessity, but

grace (gratia), since he undertook it or remains subject to it freely (gratis), with

nothing compelling him. For example, suppose today you spontaneously

promise you will give something tomorrow, and by that same will you do give

it tomorrow. It is necessary that you fulfill your promise tomorrow if you can,

or else be a liar; but the one to whom you give it owes you no less gratitude

for the benefit you have conferred than he would have if you had not made

the promise, since you did not hesitate to put yourself under an obligation to

him before the time of the giving. This is how things are when someone

spontaneously vows to pursue a holy way of life. After he has made the vow,

he is obligated by necessity to carry it out, lest he incur the damnation of an

apostate; and in fact he can be compelled to carry out the vow if he is unwill-

ing.Yet if he willingly carries out his vow, he is more pleasing to God, not less,

than if he had not made the vow, since for God’s sake he has renounced not

only the common way of life but even his own self-determination. And we

should say that he leads a holy life not out of necessity, but by the same free-

dom by which he made his vow.
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Much more, then, should we offer all our gratitude to God if he does the

good for human beings that he set out to do, even though it would not be fit-

ting for him to fall short in the good he has undertaken; for he undertook it

for our sake, not for his own sake, since he lacks nothing.After all, when God

made human beings, he knew what they were going to do. And yet because,

in his goodness, he created them, he spontaneously obligated himself (as it

were) to bring to completion the good thing that he had undertaken.

Finally, God does nothing out of necessity, since he is in no way compelled

to do or prevented from doing anything. And when we say that God does

something as though out of the necessity of avoiding dishonorableness (which

God certainly does not fear), we should understand this more properly as

meaning that he does it out of the necessity of preserving honorableness. This

necessity is nothing other than the immutability of his honorableness, which

he has from himself and not from another, and for that reason it is improp-

erly* called necessity. Nevertheless, let us say that it is necessary that the good-

ness of God, because of its immutability, complete what it has begun in human

beings, even though the whole of this good work is a matter of grace.

B: Agreed.

Chapter 6

That only a God-man can make the recompense through 

which human beings are saved

A: But this can be accomplished only if there is someone who in payment for

human sin gives God something greater than everything other than God.

B: So we have agreed.2

A: And someone who can give God something of his own that surpasses

everything that is less than God must himself be greater than everything that

is not God.

B: I can’t deny it.

A: But nothing other than God surpasses everything that is not God.

B: That’s true.

A: Therefore, no one other than God can make this recompense.

B: That follows.
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A: But no one other than a human being ought to make it, since otherwise

human beings would not make recompense.

B: Nothing seems more just.

A: So if, as we have agreed, it is necessary that the heavenly city be made

complete by human beings, and that cannot be the case unless this recompense

is made—a recompense that only God can make and only human beings

owe—then it is necessary that a God-man make this recompense.

B: Blessed be God! We have now discovered something great concerning the

subject of our investigation. So continue as you have begun. For I have hope

that God will help us.

Chapter 7

That it is necessary that one and the same being be perfect God and perfect man

A: We must now investigate how a God-man can exist. After all, divine na-

ture and human nature cannot be transformed into each other, so that a di-

vine nature becomes a human nature or a human nature divine; nor can they

be combined in such a way that a third nature, neither altogether divine nor

altogether human, emerges from the two of them.Anyway, if it were possible

for one nature to be turned into the other, either it would be only God and

not a human being, or only a human being and not God. Or if they were

combined in such a way that from the two corrupted natures a third nature

came to exist—in the way that from two individual animals, a male and a fe-

male, of different species, a third animal is born that does not preserve either

the father’s or the mother’s nature intact, but instead possesses a third, mixed

nature derived from both—that third nature would be neither a human being

nor God. So the God-man for whom we are looking cannot come to be from

divine and human nature either by the transformation of one into the other

or by a corruptive mixing of the two into a third nature: for these things can-

not happen, or if they could happen, they would be unavailing for what we

are seeking.

If, on the other hand, these two intact natures are said to be conjoined in

such a way that the human being is distinct from God, and it is not one and

the same being that is both God and human, it is impossible for the two of

them to do what needs to be done. God will not do it, because he will not

owe the debt; the human being will not do it, because he will not be able to.

Therefore, in order for the God-man to do this, it is necessary that the one

who is going to make this recompense be both perfect God and perfect man,

since only one who is truly God can make it, but only one who is truly human

owes it. Therefore, since it is necessary that a God-man be found, one who
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preserves both natures intact, it is no less necessary that these intact natures

come together into one person, just as a body and a rational soul come to-

gether into one human being. There is no other way for one and the same

being to be perfect God and perfect man.

B: I like everything you say.

Chapter 8

That it is fitting for God to assume a human being from 

Adam’s race and from a woman who is a virgin

A: It now remains for us to ask from where and in what way God will assume

a human nature. Either he will assume it from Adam or he will make a new

human being in the same way that he made Adam, from no other human

being. But if he makes a new human being not of Adam’s race, this new man

will not belong to the human race that is born of Adam.And for that reason he

will not owe a recompense for the human race, since he will not belong to the

human race. For just as it is right that a human being should make recompense

for human guilt, so too it is necessary that the one who makes recompense be

either the sinner himself or someone of the same race. Otherwise neither Adam

nor his race will make recompense for itself. Therefore, just as sin was transmit-

ted to all human beings from Adam and Eve, so too only they or someone born

from them ought to make recompense for human sin. Since Adam and Eve can-

not do it, the one who will do it must be descended from them.

Furthermore, if Adam and his whole race had not sinned, they would have

remained steadfast through themselves, without the aid of any other creature.

Analogously, it is fitting that if that same race rises again after its fall, it should

arise and be rescued through itself. For no matter who restores it to its origi-

nal state, it will certainly stand through the one through whom it will recover

its state. And God showed clearly that whatever he was going to make of

human nature, his will was to make it from Adam. He showed this by origi-

nally making human nature in Adam alone and then, when he created the

woman so that human beings would be propagated from both sexes, willing

to make her from Adam and from no other. Hence, if Adam’s race is rescued

by some human being who does not belong to that same race, it will not be

restored to the same dignity that it would have had if Adam had not sinned.

Consequently, its restoration will not be complete, and God’s purpose will

seem to fail—and both of these are unfitting. Therefore, the human being

through whom Adam’s race is to be restored must be assumed from Adam.

B: If we follow reason, as we set out to do, there is no escaping this con-

clusion.
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A: Now let’s ask whether God ought to assume a human nature from a father

and mother, like other human beings, or from a man without a woman, or

from a woman without a man. For in whichever of these three ways the as-

sumed nature comes to be, it will be from Adam and from Eve, from whom

every human being of either sex is. And none of these three ways is any 

easier for God than another, so that it would be more appropriate for the na-

ture to be assumed in that way.

B: You are proceeding well.

A: But there’s no need for much effort to show that this human being will be

procreated in a purer and more honorable way from a man alone or from a

woman alone than from the commingling of the two, as are all other human

offspring.

B: That is enough.

A: So he ought to be assumed either from a man alone or from a woman

alone.

B: There is no other possibility.

A: There are four ways in which God can make a human being: from a man

and a woman, as everyday experience shows; or from neither a man nor a

woman, as he created Adam; or from a man without a woman, as he made Eve;

or from a woman without a man, which he had never done. So in order to

prove that this last way was within his power and had been held in reserve for

this very deed, nothing was more fitting than for him to assume the human

being whom we are seeking from a woman without a man. And there is no

need for debate about whether this would be done more worthily from a vir-

gin or a non-virgin. Rather, one should assert without hesitation that it was

right for the God-man to be born from a virgin.

B: You are speaking in accordance with my heart’s desire.

A: Is what we have said solid? Or is it something insubstantial, like clouds, as

you said unbelievers claim in their objections against us?3

B: Nothing could be more solid.

A: Then paint, not on an insubstantial fiction, but on the solid truth, and say

that it is altogether fitting that just as human sin and the cause of our damna-

tion had its beginning from a woman, so too the cure for sin and the cause of

our salvation should be born from a woman. And so that women will not
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despair of membership in the company of the blessed because so great an evil

proceeded from a woman, it is fitting that so great a good should proceed from

a woman so that their hope might be restored. Paint this too: given that it was

a virgin who was the cause of all evil for the human race, it is all the more fit-

ting that it should be a virgin who will be the cause of all good.And paint this

as well: given that the woman whom God made from a man without a woman

was made from a virgin, it is altogether fitting that the man who will come to

be from a woman without a man should likewise be made from a virgin. But

let these be enough for now of the pictures that can be painted on the fact

that the God-man ought to be born of a virgin woman.

B: These pictures are exceedingly beautiful and reasonable.

Chapter 9

That it is necessary that the Word alone and a human being 

come together in one person

A: Now we must also investigate in which person God, who is three persons,

assumes a human being. After all, it is not possible for more than one person

to assume one and the same human being into unity of person, so it is neces-

sary that this be done in one person only. But I think I said enough, for the

purposes of this present inquiry, concerning this unity of person between God

and a human being, and in which divine person it is most appropriate for this

to be done, in the letter On the Incarnation of the Word addressed to Lord Pope

Urban.4

B: Nonetheless, touch briefly here on the reason the person of the Son ought

to be incarnate rather than that of the Father or the Holy Spirit.

A: If any other person becomes incarnate, there will be two sons in the Trin-

ity: the Son of God, who is a son before the Incarnation, and the person who

will be son of the virgin through the Incarnation. And then there will be an

inequality among the persons, who ought always to be equal, with respect to

the nobility of their births. For the person who is born from God will have a

nobler birth than the one who is born of the virgin. Moreover, if the Father

is incarnate, there will be two grandsons in the Trinity, since the Father will

be the grandson of the virgin’s parents through the assumed human being; and

the Word, even though he will not derive in any way from a human being, will

nonetheless be the virgin’s grandson, because he will be the Son of the virgin’s

son.All these results are unfitting, and they do not arise in the Incarnation of
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the Word.And there is another reason that it is more fitting for the Son to be

incarnate than the other persons: it sounds more fitting for the Son to pray to

the Father than for any other person to pray to any other person. Moreover,

both human beings, for whom he was going to intercede, and the devil, whom

he was going to defeat, had arrogated to themselves a false likeness to God

through a will of their own. Thereby they sinned more particularly, as it were,

against the person of the Son, who is believed to be a true likeness to the Fa-

ther.And so the one to whom more particular injury was done is the one to

whom the punishment or pardon for that fault is more fittingly entrusted.

Therefore, since inescapable reason has led us to the conclusion that divine

and human nature must come together into one person, and that this cannot

be done in more than one divine person, and that it is evident that it is done

more fittingly in the person of the Word than in the other persons, it is nec-

essary that God the Word and a human being come together into one person.

B: The path along which you are leading me is so well-fortified by reason in

every direction that I see I cannot turn aside from it to the right or to the left.

A: It is not I who lead you; rather, the one of whom we are speaking, with-

out whom we can do nothing,5 leads us wherever we keep to the path of

truth.

Chapter 10

That this human being does not die out of obligation; and in what way 

he can or cannot sin; and why he or an angel deserves praise for justice,

even though they cannot sin

Now at this point we ought to investigate whether this human being will die

out of obligation, in the way that all other human beings die out of obliga-

tion. But given that Adam would not have died if he had not sinned, all the

more will this man not be obligated to die; for in him there can be no sin,

since he will be God.

B: I want you to linger on this point for just a bit, for it seems to me that

whether we say that he is or that he is not able to sin, a serious difficulty arises

either way. If we say that he cannot sin, it seems we should find that difficult

to believe. If I might speak of him for a moment not as though he had never

existed (as we have done up to this point) but as one whom we know and

whose deeds we know: who would deny that he was able to do many things

that we call sins? To take just one example, how can we say that he was not
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able to lie, which is always a sin? When he spoke to the Jews about the Father

and told them,“If I say that I do not know him, I will be a liar, like you,”6 he

uttered the words “I do not know him.” Who would say that he was incapable

of uttering those same five7 words without the others, so as to say just “I do

not know him”? And if he had done so, he would have been a liar, as he says

himself; and to be a liar is to be a sinner. Therefore, since he was able to do

that, he was able to sin.

A: He was both able to say that and not able to say that.

B: Explain that.

A: All power follows will.When I say that I can speak or walk, the stipulation

“if I will” is understood. If there is no implicit reference to willing, it is not

power but necessity. After all, when I say that I can be dragged off or over-

come unwillingly, this is not my power; it is necessity and someone else’s

power. In fact,“I can be dragged off or overcome” is equivalent to “Someone

else can drag me off or overcome me.” And so we can say of Christ that he

was able to lie if we implicitly add,“If he willed.”And since he could not lie

unwillingly, and he could not will to lie, it can equally well be said that he was

not able to lie.And so in this way he was both able and not able to lie.

B: Let us now return to inquiring about him as though he did not yet exist,

in the way we began. So I say: If he will not be able to sin because, as you say,

he will not be able to will to sin, then he will preserve justice out of neces-

sity, and so he will not be just in virtue of his freedom of choice. So what

thanks will he be owed for his justice? After all, we are accustomed to say that

God made angels and human beings capable of sin so that they would merit

thanks and praise for preserving justice through freedom of choice when they

could have abandoned it, whereas they would not be owed thanks and praise

if they were just of necessity.

A: Shouldn’t the angels who are now unable to sin be praised?

B: Certainly they should, because they earned their present inability to sin by

not willing to sin when they were able to sin.

A: What do you say about God? He cannot sin, and he did not earn his in-

ability to sin by not sinning when he had the power to sin. Shouldn’t he be

praised for his justice?
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B: On this point I want you to give an answer on my behalf. For if I say he

should not be praised, I know I’m lying; yet if I say he should be praised, I fear

I will undermine the argument I gave concerning the angels.

A: It is not because they were able to sin that the angels should be praised for

their justice; it is because, as a result of that fact, they in a certain sense have

from themselves their inability to sin. In this respect they are a little like God,

who has from himself whatever he has. For we say that a person gives some-

thing when he can take it away but does not; and we say that someone causes

something to be when he can cause it not to be but does not.And so, since in

this way the angels had the power to take justice away from themselves but did

not, and since they had the power to cause themselves not to be just but did

not, it is correct to assert that the angels gave themselves justice and caused

themselves to be just. In this way, then, they have justice from themselves—

since a creature cannot have justice from itself in any other way. And for this

reason they should be praised for their justice, and they are just freely and not

of necessity, since it is improper to speak of necessity where there is neither

compulsion nor constraint. Hence, because God has from himself in a perfect

way whatever he has, he is supremely worthy of praise for the good things that

he has and preserves not by any necessity but, as I said above,8 by the eternal

immutability that belongs to him alone. So it is in this way that the human

being who will himself be God will be just from himself and will therefore be

worthy of praise: because every good thing that he will have, he will have from

himself, not of necessity but freely. For although the human nature will have

from the divine nature whatever it will have, it will be one and the same per-

son who will have it from himself, since the two natures will be one person.

B: You have convinced me by these arguments: I see clearly both that he will

not be able to sin and that, nevertheless, he will be worthy of praise for his jus-

tice. But I think we should now investigate why—given that God can make

a human being like this—he did not make the angels and the two first human

beings in such a way that they likewise would not be able to sin but would

deserve praise for their justice.

A: Do you understand what you are saying?

B: I think I understand. That’s why I’m asking why God didn’t make them

that way.

A: Because it neither should nor could come about that each of them would

be the very same person as God, as we say this man is.And if you ask why God
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1 Corinthians 15:42.

10
Anselm specifies ‘a whole human being’ because some philosophers did believe in the

immortality of the soul.

did not do this for as many of them as there are divine persons, or at least for

one of them, my answer is that reason in no way required that it be done at

that time; instead, reason forbade it altogether, since God does nothing with-

out reason.

B: I am embarrassed that I asked the question. Say what you were going to say.

A: Let us say, therefore, that he will not be obligated to die, since he will not

be a sinner.

B: I have to concede that.

Chapter 11

That he dies of his own power; and that mortality does not 

belong to pure human nature

A: But it remains now to investigate whether he is able to die according to

human nature, for according to divine nature he will always be incorruptible.

B: Why should we have any doubt about this, since he will be a true human

being, and every human being is naturally mortal?

A: I think mortality belongs not to pure human nature but rather to cor-

rupted human nature. Indeed, if human beings had never sinned and their im-

mortality had been immutably confirmed, they would still be true human

beings, no less than now; and when mortals rise again into incorruptibility,9

they will still be true human beings, no less than now.After all, if mortality be-

longed to true human nature, there is no way there could be an immortal

human being. So neither corruptibility nor incorruptibility belongs to bare

human nature, since neither of them makes or destroys a human being; rather,

one has the power to make a human being wretched, the other to make him

blessed. But since there is no human being who does not die, ‘mortal’ is in-

cluded in the definition of ‘human being’ by the philosophers, who did not

believe that a whole human being ever could or ever can be immortal.10 So

the fact that he will be a true human being is not sufficient to show that this

human being ought to be mortal.

B: Then it is up to you to look for another argument to prove that he can

die, since if you don’t know one, I certainly don’t.
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Cf. John 10:17–18.

A: There is no doubt that just as he will be God, so too will he be omni-

potent.

B: That’s true.

A: So if he wills to do so, he will be able to lay down his life and take it up

again.11

B: If he cannot do this, it doesn’t seem that he is omnipotent.

A: Therefore, he will be able never to die, if he so wills, and he will be able

to die and rise again. Now it makes no difference to his power whether he lays

down his life with no one else causing him to do so or he permits someone

else to cause him to lay down his life.

B: Undoubtedly.

A: So if he wills to permit it, he can be killed; and if he does not will to per-

mit it, he cannot.

B: Reason leads us unswervingly to this conclusion.

A: Reason has also taught us that he must have something greater than every-

thing that is less than God, and that he gives this to God of his own accord

and not out of obligation.

B: That’s right.

A: But no such thing can be found either below him or outside him.

B: That’s true.

A: So it must be found in him.

B: That follows.

A: So he will give either himself or something of his own.

B: I cannot understand it any other way.

A: We must now ask what sort of thing this giving ought to be. After all, he

will not be able to give God himself or something of his own as though God

did not already possess it, since every creature belongs to God.

B: That’s right.
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A: So we must understand his giving as follows: he will lay down himself or

something of his own for the honor of God in a way that he is not obligated

to do.

B: That follows from what was said earlier.

A: If we say that he will give himself to obey God, so that by persevering in

preserving justice he subordinates himself to God’s will, that will not be a case

of giving something that God does not demand of him as a debt; for every ra-

tional creature owes such obedience to God.

B: That cannot be denied.

A: And so it is in some other way that he must give God himself or some-

thing of his own.

B: Reason drives us to that conclusion.

A: Let’s see whether that means giving his life: in other words, laying down

his life or delivering himself over to death for the honor of God. For God will

not demand this from him as a debt, since because there will be no sin in him,

he will not be obligated to die, as we have said.

B: I cannot understand it any other way.

A: Let’s consider further whether this is fitting according to reason.

B: Speak, and I will gladly listen.

A: Since humanity sinned through pleasure, is it not fitting for humanity to

make recompense through pain? And since humanity was overcome by the

devil so easily that it could not have been any easier, and thereby dishonored

God by sinning, is it not just for the human being who makes recompense for

sin to overcome the devil with such great difficulty that it could not be any

greater, and thereby honor God? And is it not appropriate that humanity,

which in sinning took itself away from God as much as possible, should in

making recompense give itself to God as much as possible?

B: Nothing could be more reasonable.

A: Now there is nothing more painful or more difficult a human being can

do for the honor of God than to suffer death of his own accord and not out

of obligation; and there is no greater way for a human being to give himself

to God than to deliver himself up to death for the honor of God.

B: All these things are true.

A: So the one who is going to will to make recompense for human sin ought

to be such that he can die if he so wills.
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“this will be necessary”: This phrase does not mean that his death will take place as a re-

sult of necessity, but that his ability to die of his own free will is a necessary condition for

his making recompense for human sin.

B: I see clearly that the human being about whom we are inquiring ought to

be such that he will not die of necessity, since he will be omnipotent, or out

of obligation, since he will never be a sinner, and also such that he can die of

his own free will, since this will be necessary.12

A: And there are many other reasons why it is extremely fitting for him be

like human beings and to have dealings with them, without sin: reasons that

are apparent through themselves in his life and deeds more straightforwardly

and more clearly than they can be proved by reason alone, apart from experi-

ence. For who will set forth how necessarily and how wisely this was brought

to pass: that the one who was going to redeem human beings from the way

of death and destruction and, by teaching, lead them back to the way of life

and eternal blessedness, should himself have dealings with human beings and

in those dealings, when he taught them by his words how they ought to live,

should offer himself as an example? Now how would he give himself as an ex-

ample to those who are weak and mortal that they should not depart from jus-

tice on account of injuries, insults, pain, or death, unless they knew that he

himself had experienced all these things?

Chapter 12

That although he shares our misfortunes, he is not unhappy

B: All these considerations show clearly that he ought to be mortal and to

share our misfortunes. But all these misfortunes make us unhappy, so won’t he

be unhappy?

A: Not in the least. For just as having something advantageous against one’s

will does not make one happy, so too experiencing some misfortune wisely,

willingly, and not under necessity, does not make one unhappy.

B: I have to grant that.

Chapter 13

That he does not possess ignorance along with our other infirmities

But tell me whether he will possess ignorance, along with our other infirmi-

ties, as part of the likeness to human beings that he ought to have.
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This may mean either “He will have all the attributes of God because he will himself be

God” or “He will have all the attributes of God just as he will have all the attributes of a

human being.”

A: Why do you doubt that God knows everything?

B: Because even though he will be immortal in virtue of his divine nature,

he will nonetheless be mortal in virtue of his human nature. So, in the same

way, why can’t this human being be genuinely ignorant, just as he will also be

genuinely mortal?

A: Supreme Wisdom will of course act wisely in assuming the human being into

unity of person with God, and so he will not assume in that human being

what is in no way useful but instead quite harmful, to the work that this

human being is going to carry out. Ignorance would not be useful to him in

any way; on the contrary, it would be harmful in many respects. How, after all,

will he carry out the many great works he is going to do unless he possesses

enormous wisdom? How will human beings believe him if they know that he

is ignorant? Even supposing they don’t know he is ignorant, what purpose

would such ignorance serve for him? Finally, given that only what is known

is loved, just as there will be no good thing that he does not love, so too there

will be no good thing that he does not know. Now no one has perfect knowl-

edge of the good unless he knows how to distinguish it from evil, and no one

knows how to distinguish good from evil if he is ignorant of evil. So just as

the one of whom we are speaking will have complete knowledge of every good,

so too he will not be ignorant of any evil.Therefore, he will possess all knowl-

edge, though he may not show it openly in his dealings with human beings.

B: What you say seems right for when he is an adult; but infancy is not a suit-

able time for wisdom to appear in him, and so there will be no need for him

to possess wisdom in his infancy and, therefore, it will not be fitting for him.

A: Have I not said that this Incarnation will be done wisely? God will assume

mortality wisely; for he will use it wisely, in that he will put it to a very ben-

eficial use. But he cannot assume ignorance wisely, since ignorance is never

beneficial but always harmful, except perhaps when an evil will is thwarted by

ignorance—but there will never be an evil will in him. For even if sometimes

ignorance is not harmful in any other way, it is harmful simply by taking away

the good of knowledge. And (to answer your question briefly) from the mo-

ment he begins to exist, this man will always be filled with God, just as he will

be filled with himself.13 Hence, he will never be without God’s power,

strength, and wisdom.
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In Book 1, Chapter 21.

B: Although I never doubted that this was always the case in Christ, I have

asked about it so that I might hear the reason for it. For we are often certain

of something but do not know how to prove it rationally.

Chapter 14

How his death outweighs the number and magnitude of all sins

I now ask you to teach me how his death outweighs the number and magni-

tude of all sins, since you have shown14 that a single sin that we regard as ex-

tremely insignificant is so infinite that even if one were shown an infinite

number of worlds, as full of creatures as this one, and they could not be kept

from falling into nothingness unless someone took a single glance contrary to

the will of God, it should still not be done.

A: Suppose that man were present and you knew who he was. And suppose

someone said to you,“Unless you kill this man, this whole world and every-

thing that is not God will perish.” Would you do it in order to save every

other creature?

B: I wouldn’t do it even if I were shown an infinite number of worlds.

A: What if someone then said to you,“Either you kill him, or all the sins of

the world will come upon you”?

B: I would reply that I would rather take up all other sins—not only all the

sins of this world that have been or will be, but also, in addition to these, every

sin that can even be conceived—than this one sin. I think I ought to give this

reply not only about killing him but even about any minor injury that might

be done to him.

A: You are right to think that. But tell me: why does your heart judge in such

a way that it fears one sin in injuring this man more than all other sins that

can be conceived, given that all sins whatsoever are against him?

B: It’s because a sin that is committed against his person is incomparably more

serious than all conceivable sins that are not against his person.

A: What will you say about the fact that often someone willingly endures

damage to his person in order to keep from suffering greater damage to his

possessions?
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In Book 1, Chapter 21.

B: God has no need for this sort of endurance, because all things are subject

to his power, as you said earlier15 in reply to a question of mine.

A: Good answer.We therefore see that sins not committed against the person

of God, no matter how great or how numerous they are, cannot be compared

to the destruction of this man’s bodily life.

B: That is quite clear.

A: How great a good do you think his life is, given that its destruction is so

evil?

B: If every good thing is as good as its destruction is evil, his life is an incom-

parably greater good than those sins are evils, since its destruction is unfath-

omably greater than those sins.

A: You’re right. Consider also that sins are as worthy of hatred as they are bad,

and that his life is as worthy of love as it is good. From this it follows that his

life is more worthy of love than those sins are worthy of hate.

B: I cannot fail to understand this.

A: Do you think that so great and so lovable a good can be sufficient to dis-

charge the debt that is owed for the sins of the whole world?

B: Indeed, it can do infinitely more.

A: Then do you see how, if his life is given for sins, it overcomes them all?

B: Clearly.

A: So if giving one’s life is accepting death, then just as the giving of his life

outweighs all the sins of human beings, so too does his accepting death.

B: It is firmly established that this is true of all the sins that do not impinge

upon the person of God.

Chapter 15

How his death wipes out the sins even of those who put him to death

But now I see another question that needs to be asked. If killing him is as great

an evil as his life is a good, how can his death overcome and wipe out the sins

of those who killed him? Or, if it does wipe out the sin of one of them, how

can it also wipe out the sin of other human beings? For we believe that many
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1 Corinthians 2:8.

human beings have already been saved and that countless others are being

saved.

A: The Apostle has given the answer to this question. He wrote,“If they had

known, they would never have crucified the Lord of Glory.”16 A sin commit-

ted knowingly is so different from a sin done through ignorance that this evil,

which is so extremely serious that they could never have committed it if they

had known what they were doing, is venial because it was done in ignorance.

No human being could ever knowingly will to kill God. And so those who

killed God in ignorance did not fall into that infinite sin to which no other

sins can be compared. For in our effort to discern how great a good his life is,

we did not examine how grave the destruction of his life would be if done in

ignorance, but as though it were done knowingly—though in fact no one

ever did or could do it knowingly.

B: You have rationally demonstrated that the killers of Christ could attain for-

giveness of their sin.

A: What more is left for you to ask? At this point you see how the necessity

of reason shows that the heavenly city is to be completed by human beings,

and that this can be done only through forgiveness of sins, which no human

being can have except through a human being who is himself God and rec-

onciles sinners to God by his own death. Therefore, we have clearly discov-

ered Christ, whom we confess to be both God and man and to have died for

our sake. And now that we know this without any doubt, we must not hesi-

tate to believe that everything Christ says is assuredly true, since God cannot

lie, and that all the things he did were done wisely, even if we do not grasp the

reason for them.

B: What you say is true, and I do not doubt in the least that what he said is

true or that what he did was done in accordance with reason. But I do make

this request. There are things in the Christian faith that unbelievers think ei-

ther should not be done or cannot be done. Explain to me the reason accord-

ing to which they should or can be done—not in order to confirm me in

faith, but in order to cause one who is already confirmed to have the joy of

understanding the truth of that faith.
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For an explanation of the expression ‘sinful mass’, see note 14 in Book 1, Chapter 5.

18
Psalm 51:6 (50:7).

19
Romans 5:12.

20
Cf. the offertory prayer said quietly by the priest in the Roman rite:“O God, who won-

derfully created, and yet more wonderfully restored, the dignity of human nature.”

Chapter 16

How God assumed a sinless human being from the sinful mass;

and concerning the salvation of Adam and Eve

That is why I am asking that you will disclose the reason of the things that I

have yet to investigate, in the same way that you have already revealed the rea-

son of the things discussed above. The first is how God assumed a sinless

human being from the “sinful mass”17—that is, from the human race, the

whole of which had been infected with sin—as though drawing out some-

thing unleavened from what is leavened. For although the conception of this

human being is pure, and free from the sin of carnal pleasure, the Virgin from

whom he was assumed was “conceived in iniquities, and in sins did” her

“mother conceive” her;18 and she was born with original sin, since she too

sinned in Adam,“in whom all have sinned.”19

A: Once it has been established that this human being is God and the one

who reconciles sinners, there is no doubt that he is completely without sin.

But that cannot be the case unless he is assumed without sin from the sinful

mass. If we cannot grasp the reason by which God’s wisdom accomplished

this, we should not be astonished; instead we should reverently tolerate the fact

that in the hidden depths of so great a matter there is something we do not

know. Indeed, God restored human nature more wonderfully than he first es-

tablished it.20 Of course the two things are equally easy for God, but before

they existed human beings had not sinned so as to deserve never to be brought

into being, whereas by sinning after they had been made, they deserved to lose

both what they had been made to be and the purpose for which they had

been made—although they did not completely lose what they had been made

to be, so that there would be something for God to punish or to have mercy

on, neither of which would have been possible if they had been reduced to

nothing. So God restored human beings more wonderfully than he first estab-

lished them insofar as he restored them from a sinful state, contrary to what

they deserved, whereas he did not establish them from a sinful state or con-

trary to what they deserved.And how great a thing it is for God and a human

being to come together into one in such a way that one and the same person

is both God and man, each nature being preserved intact! So who would
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presume even to think that the human mind can penetrate how wisely and

how wonderfully so inscrutable a work was accomplished?

B: I agree that no human being in this life can completely reveal so great a

mystery, and I am not asking you to do what no human being can do, but just

to do as much as you can. For your claim that more exalted reasons lie hid-

den in this matter will be more persuasive if I have seen you point out one

reason than if, by saying nothing, you show that you do not understand any

reason for it.

A: I see I can’t escape your demands. But if I can show what you are asking

for, even in a small way, let us give thanks to God. If I can’t, let the things

proved above be sufficient. After all, since it has been established that God

ought to become a human being, there is no doubt that he has the wisdom

and the power to accomplish this without sin.

B: I am happy to agree to that.

A: It was of course necessary that the redemption Christ brought about

should benefit not only those who were alive in his day but others as well.

Imagine, then, that there is a king, and the entire populace of one of his cities,

with the exception of one man (who is nonetheless of their race), has sinned

against him in such a way that none of them can do what is necessary to es-

cape the death penalty. But the one innocent man has such favor with the king

that he can reconcile them by means of some service that will greatly please

the king, and he has such love for the guilty that he is willing to do this for

all who put their trust in his help. He will do this service on a day that has

been fixed according to the king’s will.And since not all of those who are to

be reconciled can come together on that day, the king, in view of the magni-

tude of this service, makes a concession: he will release from all past guilt all

those who profess, either before or after that day, that they want to attain par-

don through the deed that will be done on that day and to become parties to

the agreement made there. And if they should happen to sin again after this

pardon, they will again receive pardon through the efficacy of that same agree-

ment, provided that they are willing to make appropriate recompense and

then to amend their lives. But none of them will be allowed to enter the king’s

palace until the deed is done by which they are absolved of guilt.

In keeping with this analogy, since not all those who were to be saved could

be present when Christ accomplished this redemption, there was such power

in his death that its effect extends even to those who are absent in time or

place. That his death ought to benefit not only those who are present is easy

to recognize in virtue of the fact that not enough people could be present at

his death as are necessary to build up the heavenly city—not even if everyone

who was alive anywhere in the world at the time of his death were admitted
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to that redemption. For there are more demons than there were human be-

ings alive on that day, from whom the number of fallen angels would have to

be replaced.

Nor should it be believed that there was ever a time, from the moment

human beings were created, that this world—together with its creatures, which

were created for the use of human beings—was so bereft that it did not con-

tain a single person from the human race who attained the purpose for which

human beings were created.After all, it seems unfitting that God should allow

the human race, and the things he created for the use of those who would

make the heavenly city complete, to be pointless, as it were, even for a mo-

ment. For they would appear to exist in vain in some measure so long as they

are seen to stop short of the purpose for which they were principally created.

B: By a fitting argument, and one that seems subject to no objection, you

show that from the moment human beings began to exist, there was never a

time without someone who belonged to the reconciliation without which

every human being would have been made in vain.We can conclude that this

is not merely fitting but indeed necessary. For if this is more fitting and more

reasonable than the opposite (namely, that at some time there was no one in

whom God’s purpose in making human beings was realized), and if there is

nothing that undermines this argument, it is necessary that at every time there

has been someone who belonged to the aforesaid reconciliation. Hence, it

should not be doubted that Adam and Eve belonged to that redemption, even

though divine authority does not teach this explicitly.

A: And it seems incredible that God should exclude the two of them from his

purpose at the very time that he made them and immutably purposed that

from them he would make all the human beings whom he was going to exalt

to that heavenly city.

B: On the contrary, we ought to believe that they were created above all so

that they might be in the company of those for whose sake they were created.

A: You have examined this well.Yet before the death of Christ no soul could

gain entrance to heaven, as I said earlier about the king’s palace.

B: So we believe.

A: Now the Virgin from whom the man we are discussing was assumed was

among those who were cleansed from their sins by him before his birth; and

he was assumed from her in her cleansed state.

B: I very much like what you say, except for one thing. He ought to have his

cleanness from sin from himself, but he would appear to derive this condition

from his mother and to be clean through her rather than through himself.
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The nuances of the Latin can be made clearer if we use the name ‘Christ’ to designate

“the man whom we are discussing”: his mother’s cleanness, through which Christ is clean,

was itself from Christ; therefore, Christ too (i.e., as well as his mother) was clean through

Christ and from Christ.
22

In Book 2, Chapters 10 and 11.

A: That’s not so. His mother’s cleanness, through which he is clean, was itself

from him; therefore, he was clean through himself and from himself.21

B: That sounds good. But I think there’s something else we need to investi-

gate. Earlier we said that he was not going to die of necessity, and now we see

that his mother was clean through his future death; and if she had not been

clean, he could not have come to exist from her. So how is it that he did not

die of necessity, given that he could not even exist unless he was going to die?

After all, if he had not been going to die, the Virgin from whom he was as-

sumed would not have been clean, since there was no way for her to be clean

except by believing in the fact of his death; and he could not be assumed from

her unless she was clean. So if he did not die of necessity after he had been as-

sumed from the Virgin, it was possible for him not to have been assumed from

the Virgin after he had already been assumed, which is impossible.

A: If you had reflected properly on what was said earlier,22 you would, I think,

understand that this question has already been answered.

B: I don’t see how.

A: When we investigated whether he was able to lie, did we not show that

there are two powers involved in lying: the power to will to lie, and the power

to lie? And that although he had the power to lie, he had from himself the lack

of any power to will to lie? And that for that very reason he deserves praise

for the justice by which he preserved truth?

B: Yes.

A: Similarly, when it comes to preserving his life, there is the power to will to

preserve it and the power to preserve it. So if someone asks whether the God-

man was able to preserve his life so that he would never die, it should not be

doubted that he always had the power to preserve it, although he was not able

to will to preserve it so that he would never die; and since it was from him-

self that he had this inability to will, he laid down his life not of necessity but

by a free power.

B: These two powers of his—the power to lie and the power to preserve

life—are not exactly alike. In the case of the power to lie, it follows that if he
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See Book 2, Chapters 5 and 10.

willed to lie, he was able to lie. But in the case of the power to preserve his

life, it seems that if he had willed not to die, he was no more able not to die

than he was able not to be what he was. For he was a human being precisely

in order that he might die, and he was able to be assumed from the Virgin be-

cause of her faith in his future death, as you said earlier.

A: You think that he was unable not to die or that he died of necessity, be-

cause he was unable not to be what he was; but you might just as well claim

that he was unable to will not to die or that he willed of necessity to die, be-

cause he was unable not to be what he was. For it is every bit as true that he

became a human being in order that he might will to die as it is that he be-

came a human being in order that he might die. Hence, just as you ought not

to say that he was unable to will not to die or that he willed of necessity to

die, so too one ought not to say that he was unable not to die or that he died

of necessity.

B: On the contrary: since the same reasoning applies to both dying and will-

ing to die, it seems that both of them were necessary in his case.

A: Who was this who spontaneously willed to make himself a human being,

so that by this same immutable will he might die, and so that the Virgin from

whom this human being would be assumed would be made clean through

faith in this certainty?

B: It was God, the Son of God.

A: Was it not shown earlier23 that God’s will is not compelled by any neces-

sity, but rather that when it is said to do something of necessity, it is preserv-

ing itself by its own spontaneous immutability?

B: Yes, that was shown; but conversely, we see that what God immutably wills

cannot not be, but necessarily is. Hence, if God willed that this human being

should die, he was unable not to die.

A: By virtue of the fact that the Son of God assumed a human being with the

will that he should die, you prove that this human being was unable not to die.

B: That’s how I understand it.

A: From what has been said, is it not likewise clear that the Son of God and

the assumed human being are a single person, so that one and the same being

is both God and man, the Son of God and the son of the Virgin?

B: Yes.

CUR DEUS HOMO, BOOK TWO 313



24
Taken strictly,Anselm’s words seem to commit him to a heretical view called “monothe-

litism,” according to which there is only one will in Christ, the divine will. But by Anselm’s

day it had long been settled that there are two wills in Christ: both a divine will and a

human will. (For according to orthodoxy, there are two complete and intact natures in

Christ: the divine nature and a human nature.And will is an essential feature of each, so that

any being with both natures would have to have two wills.) Moreover, the arguments of

Book 1, Chapters 8 and 9, clearly involve attributing a human will to Christ. Presumably,

then, what Anselm means here is that Christ’s human will always freely accorded with his

divine will.
25

Bulrushes are smooth; they have no knots or nodes. The proverb refers to finding diffi-

culties where in fact there are none.

A: So it was by his own will that this human being was unable not to die and

did die.

B: I cannot deny it.

A: Therefore, since God’s will does nothing by any necessity, but only by its

own power, and since his will was God’s will,24 he did not die of any neces-

sity, but solely by his own power.

B: I cannot quarrel with your arguments, since I cannot in any way under-

mine either your premises or the conclusions you draw. Still, what I said ear-

lier continues to strike me: If he had willed not to die, he could not have

avoided dying, any more than he could have not been what he was. For he

was truly going to die, since if he had not been truly going to die, the faith in

his future death through which both the Virgin from whom he was born and

many others had been cleansed from sin would not have been true.And if that

faith had not been true, it could not have been of any benefit. Therefore, if he

was able not to die, he was able to make untrue what was already true.

A: Why was it true, before he died, that he was going to die?

B: Because he himself willed it spontaneously and with an immutable will.

A: So if, as you say, he was unable not to die because he was truly going to

die, and he was truly going to die because he himself spontaneously and im-

mutably willed this, it follows that he was unable not to die because, and only

because, he willed to die with an immutable will.

B: Right. But whatever the reason may have been, it is still true that he was

unable not to die and that it was necessary that he die.

A: You are hung up on nothing.As the saying goes, you’re looking for knots

in a bulrush.25
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At the end of Book 1, Chapter 1.

27
More literally: For nothing else is understood [by such statements] than that no thing can

bring it about that God does the thing that is denied to be possible.

B: Have you forgotten what I said to counter your excuses at the beginning

of our discussion—namely, that you should do what I was asking, not for the

learned but for me and for those who joined me in making this request?26 So

bear with me as I ask questions that reflect the slowness and dullness of our

minds, and satisfy me and them with your answers even to childish questions,

just as you set out to do.

Chapter 17

That there is no necessity or impossibility in God; and that 

there is compelling necessity and non-compelling necessity

A: We have already said that it is improper to say that God cannot do some-

thing or that God does something of necessity. In fact, all necessity and impos-

sibility are subject to God’s will; his will is not subjected to any necessity or

impossibility. For nothing is necessary or impossible except because God him-

self wills it to be so, whereas it is far from the truth to say that God wills or

does not will anything on account of necessity or impossibility. Hence, be-

cause God does all and only those things that he wills, just as no necessity or

impossibility precedes his willing or not-willing, so too neither does any ne-

cessity or impossibility precede his doing or not-doing, even though he wills

and does many things immutably. Now when God does something, after it has

been done it can no longer not have been done, but rather it is always true

that it has been done; and yet it is not rightly said that it is impossible for God

to bring it about that what is past is not past—for in this case there is no ne-

cessity of not bringing it about, or impossibility of bringing it about, at work,

but only the will of God, who, because he is himself the truth, wills that the

truth be always immutable, just as he is. In the same way, if he immutably re-

solves to do something, then although what he resolves to do, before it is done,

cannot fail to come about in the future, nonetheless there is not in God any ne-

cessity of doing it or impossibility of not doing it, since only God’s will is at

work in him. For to say that God “cannot” do something is not to deny any

power in God, but rather to signify his invincible power and strength. For all it

means is that nothing can make God do the thing that we say is impossible.27

For this sort of expression is quite common, in which a thing is said “to be

able,” not because there is a power in it, but because there is a power in an-

other thing; and in which a thing is said “not to be able,” not because there is

a lack of power in it, but because there is a lack of power in some other thing.
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Book 2, Chapters 7 and 9.

29
Book 2, Chapter 5.

For example, we say “This man can be overcome” for “Someone can over-

come him,” and “He cannot be overcome” for “No one can overcome him.”

After all, to be able to be overcome is not a power, but a lack of power; and

not to be able to be overcome is not a lack of power but a power. Nor do we

say that God does something of necessity on the grounds that there is any ne-

cessity in him, but because there is some necessity in something else, just as I

said was true of lack of power, when he is said not to be able. For all necessity

is either compulsion or constraint; these two necessities are related to each

other as contraries, just like necessary and impossible. For whatever is com-

pelled to exist is constrained from not existing, and what is compelled not to

exist is constrained from existing, just as what is necessary to exist is impossi-

ble not to exist, and what is necessary not to exist is impossible to exist, and

vice versa. But when we say that something is necessarily the case or neces-

sarily not the case in God, we do not mean that there is any compelling or

constraining necessity in him; rather, we signify that in all other things there

is a necessity constraining them from acting, and compelling them not to act,

contrary to what is said of God. For when we say that it is necessary that God

always speaks the truth, and that it is necessary that he never lies, this simply

means that there is in God such steadfastness in preserving the truth that it is

necessary that no thing can make it the case that he does not speak the truth

or that he lies.

For this reason, when we say that this human being, who through unity of

person (as was said above28) is himself the very same as God, the Son of God,

was unable not to die or to will not to die after he was born of the Virgin, this

does not signify any lack of power in him to preserve, or to will to preserve,

his own immortal life; rather it signifies (1) the immutability of his will, by

which he spontaneously made himself a human being so that, persevering in

that same will, he might die, and (2) the fact that no thing was able to change

that will. For it would not be power, but a lack of power, if he were able to

will to lie or to deceive or to change his will, which he previously willed to

be immutable.And if, as I said above,29 when someone spontaneously resolves

to do something good and by that same will afterwards accomplishes what he

resolved to do, then even though he can be compelled to do it if he is unwill-

ing to make good on his promise, he should still not be said to do of neces-

sity what he does, but rather to do it by the free will by which he originally

resolved to do it—for we should not say that something is done or not done

out of necessity or out of a lack of power when what is actually active is nei-

ther necessity nor lack of power but will—if, I say, this is true in the case of

BASIC WRITINGS316



30
Isaiah 53:7.

31
This ‘and’ as well as the next one should be treated as epexegetic: that is, they function

like ‘that is’ or ‘in other words’.

human beings, much more so should we refrain from speaking of any neces-

sity or lack of power at all in the case of God, who does nothing but what he

wills, and whose will cannot be compelled or constrained by any power. For

in Christ the diversity of natures and unity of person worked in such a way

that if the human nature could not do what needed to be done for the restora-

tion of human beings, the divine nature did it; and if it was not at all fitting

for the divine nature, the human nature exhibited it.And it was not two dis-

tinct persons, but he himself who, existing perfectly as both divine and human,

through his human nature paid what human nature owed and through his di-

vine nature was able to do what was beneficial. Finally, the Virgin, who

through faith was made clean so that he could be assumed from her, in no way

believed that he was going to die except because he willed, as she had learned

from the prophet who said of him,“he was offered because he himself willed

it.”30 Hence, because her faith was true, it was necessary for things to be in the

future as she believed they were going to be. Now if again it bothers you that

I say “it was necessary,” remember that the truth of the Virgin’s faith was not

the cause of his dying spontaneously; rather, because this was going to be in

the future, her faith was true. Hence, if it is said that “It was necessary that he

die by his will alone, because her faith, or the prophecy, which came before-

hand, was true,” this is equivalent to saying, “It was necessary that this was

going to be the case in the future, because this was going to be the case in the

future.” But that sort of necessity does not compel a thing to be; rather, the

thing’s being is what brings about the necessity of its being.

You see, there is antecedent necessity, which is the cause of something’s

being; and there is subsequent necessity, which the thing itself brings about. It

is a case of antecedent and31 efficient necessity when it is said that the heav-

ens revolve because it is necessary that they revolve, whereas it is a case of

subsequent necessity—and necessity that brings nothing about but rather is

brought about—when I say that you are speaking of necessity because you are

speaking. For when I say this, I signify that nothing can make it the case that

while you are speaking you are not speaking, not that anything is compelling

you to speak. For the violence of their natural condition compels the heavens

to revolve, whereas no necessity brings it about that you speak. Now wher-

ever there is antecedent necessity there is also subsequent necessity; but it is

not the case that where there is subsequent necessity there is automatically also

antecedent necessity. For we can say,“It is necessary that the heavens revolve,

because they revolve”; but it is not similarly true that you are speaking because
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or ‘tenses’: the word is the same in Latin (tempora).

33
Aristotle, De interpretatione 9.

34
John 10:18.

it is necessary that you speak. This subsequent necessity runs through all

times32 in the following way.Whatever was, necessarily was.Whatever is, nec-

essarily is and necessarily was going to be.Whatever will be, necessarily will

be. This is the necessity that, where Aristotle discusses singular and future

propositions, seems to destroy contingency and show that all things are of ne-

cessity.33 Because that faith in or prophecy about Christ, namely, that he was

going to die willingly and not of necessity, was true, it was necessary—in

terms of this subsequent necessity, which does not bring anything about—

that the actual event should be this way. It was by this necessity that he be-

came a human being, by this necessity that he did and suffered whatever he

did and suffered, by this necessity that he willed whatever he willed. For be-

cause these things were going to take place in the future, they took place of

necessity; and because they in fact took place, they were going to take place

of necessity; and because these things took place, they took place of necessity.

And if you want to know the true necessity of all the things that he did and

suffered, know that all these things were of necessity because he himself willed

them. But no necessity preceded his will. Therefore, given that the only rea-

son they took place is that he willed them, it follows that if he had not willed

them, they would not have taken place. And so in this way no one took his

life from him; instead, he laid it down and took it up again, since he had the

power to lay down his life and take it up again, as he himself says.34

B: You have satisfied me that it cannot be proved that he was subject to death

by any necessity, and I do not regret having pressed you to do this.

A: I take it that we have presented a solid explanation of how God assumed

a sinless human being from the sinful mass, but I do not at all think one should

deny that there is any other reason besides the one we have given—not to

mention the fact that God can do what human reason cannot comprehend.

Yet because this reason seems sufficient to me, and also because if I decided to

look into the other reason now, it would be necessary to investigate what orig-

inal sin is and how it is transmitted from our first parents to the whole human

race (apart from the man whom we are discussing), and to look into certain

other questions that require a treatise to themselves, let us be content with

what we have already said in accordance with reason, and go forward with

what remains of the task we have undertaken.
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Anselm’s uncertainty is not just the usual acknowledgment that we cannot be sure of

what will happen in the future, but a recognition that both the pressure of his administra-

tive duties and his own failing health might well keep him from writing further on these

topics. Nonetheless, he did in fact repay his “debt” by writing On the Virginal Conception, and

On Original Sin, which he dedicated to Boso.

B: As you wish—but on one condition: that you treat this other reason,

which for now you evade discussing, as a debt that at some point you will

repay, with God’s help.

A: Since I know that I want to do just that, I will not deny your request. But

because I am uncertain of the future, I will not be so bold as to make a prom-

ise, but I will entrust this to God’s providence.35

Chapter 18

How by Christ’s life restitution is made to God for human sins;

and how Christ both owed and did not owe suffering

But now say something about what you think remains to be resolved con-

cerning the question you raised at the outset, on account of which many other

questions have arisen.

B: The kernel of the question was this: why did God become a human being

in order to save human beings through his death, given that it seems he could

have accomplished this in some other way? In reply you showed by many nec-

essary reasons that the restoration of human nature ought not to have been left

undone, and that it could not be brought about unless humanity paid what it

owed to God on account of sin. Only humanity owed this debt, but it was so

great that only God could pay it; thus, there had to be one and the same being

who was both God and human. For this reason it was necessary for God to

assume a human being into unity of person, so that one who in his nature

owed the debt and could not repay it would be the same person as one who

could repay it. Then you showed that the human being who would be God

ought to be assumed from a virgin and by the person of the Son of God, and

you showed how it was possible for him to be assumed without sin from the

sinful mass.And you proved quite compellingly that this man’s life was so sub-

lime and so precious that it could suffice to pay what was owed for the sins of

the whole world, and infinitely more besides. So what is left now is to explain

how his life repays God for the sins of human beings.

A: Since he allowed himself to be killed for the sake of justice, did he not give

his life for the honor of God?
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Book 1, Chapter 9.

B: If I can understand what I do not hesitate to believe—even if I do not see

how it was reasonable for him to do this, given that he had the power both to

preserve justice unswervingly and to preserve his own life eternally—I will

acknowledge that what he spontaneously gave to God for God’s honor is

something that cannot even be compared to anything that is not God and

something that can make restitution for all the debts of every human being.

A: Do you not understand that when (as we discussed earlier)36 he bore with

generous patience the things that were inflicted on him because he obediently

preserved justice—injuries and slanders and death on the cross between

thieves—he gave an example to human beings that they ought not to turn

aside from the justice that they owe to God, because of any suffering they

might experience? And he would not have given this example if he had exer-

cised his power and turned aside from the death that was inflicted upon him

for the sake of justice.

B: It seems there was no need for him to give this example. After all, we

know that even before Christ came, many people had given a sufficient exam-

ple by courageously enduring death for the sake of truth, and John the 

Baptist did so after Christ came but before he died.

A: No human being other than Christ ever gave God, in dying, something

that he was not at some point going to lose of necessity anyway, and none ever

repaid God what he did not owe. Christ, by contrast, spontaneously offered

the Father what he was never going to lose of necessity, and he repaid on be-

half of sinners what he did not owe for himself. He gave his most precious

life—indeed, he gave his very self, so great a person, with such great willing-

ness—for the sake of those whom he owed nothing but punishment, even

though he in no way lacked for anything for his own sake or was compelled

for anyone else’s sake. Much more so, then, did he give an example, so that

every person will, when reason demands it, unhesitatingly render to God on

his own behalf what he will at some point lose without delay.

B: You are getting very close to what I am longing for. But bear with me as

I ask a question that perhaps you will think it is foolish for me to ask, but that

I would not be able to answer readily if someone asked it of me.You say that

when he died, he gave what he did not owe. But no one will deny that when

he gave this example in such a way, he did something better and pleased God

more than he would have if he had not done this.And no one will say that he

did not owe what he understood to be better and more pleasing to God. How,

then, will we claim that he did not owe God what he did, namely, what he
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‘Owe’ and ‘ought’ are the same word in Latin. English idiom makes it impossible to stick

consistently with one translation. Up to this point in the chapter ‘owe’ has been the prevail-

ing (but not invariable) translation, but from here to the end of the chapter ‘ought’ will be

more common.

knew to be better and more pleasing to God, especially given that a creature

owes God everything it is and everything that it knows [is good] and has the

power to do?

A: Granted, a creature has nothing from itself. But when God leaves it up to

a creature either to do something or not to do it, he gives each alternative to

the creature as something of its own, so that even if one alternative is better,

neither is determinately required; rather, whether the creature does the better

alternative or the other, we say that it ought to do what it does.And if it does

what is better, it has a reward, because it spontaneously gives something of its

own. For example, although virginity is better than marriage, neither is deter-

minately required of human beings; rather, both someone who makes use of

marriage and someone who prefers to remain a virgin are said to do what they

ought to do. No one, after all, says that either virginity or marriage ought not

to be chosen. Instead, we say that someone ought to act according to what he

prefers before he has settled on one or the other; and if someone remains a

virgin, he looks forward to a reward for the spontaneous gift that he is offer-

ing to God. Therefore, when you say that a creature owes God what it knows

is better and has the power to do, that is not always true if you mean the crea-

ture owes it as a matter of obligation, and you do not add the qualification,“If

God commands it.” For, as I have said, human beings do not owe virginity as

a matter of obligation; instead, they ought to make use of marriage if that is

what they prefer.

Perhaps the word ‘ought’37 is bothering you, and you cannot understand how

there can be owing without any obligation. In that case, you should know that

‘ought’—like ‘can’,‘cannot’, and ‘necessity’—is sometimes said, not because it

is in the things of which it is said, but because it is in something else. For ex-

ample, when we say that the poor ought to receive alms from the rich, this is

equivalent to saying that the rich ought to give alms to the poor.After all, one

should exact this obligation from a rich person, not from a poor one.We say

too that God ought to rule over all things, not because he is under an obliga-

tion in this respect, but because all things ought to be subject to him; and we

say that God ought to do what he wills, because what he wills ought to be the

case. Thus, when some creature wills to do what it has the prerogative either

to do or not to do, it is said to do what it ought to do, because what it wills

ought to be the case. And so when (as we have said) the Lord Jesus willingly

underwent death, which it was his prerogative either to suffer or not to suffer,
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it was true that he ought to do what he did, because what he willed ought to

come about; but it was also not the case that he ought to do it, because he was

not under an obligation to do it. For he himself is both God and a human

being. Therefore, in terms of his human nature, from the time he was a 

human being his divine nature (which is distinct from his human nature) 

conferred on him this prerogative: that whatever he possessed was his own, so

that there was nothing he ought to give, other than what he willed to give.

But in terms of his person, whatever he possessed, he had it from himself in

such a way, and was so perfectly self-sufficient, that he did not owe any repay-

ment to anyone and did not need to give anything in order to be repaid.

B: I now see clearly that there is no sense in which he was under an obliga-

tion to give himself over to death for God’s honor, as my argument seemed to

show, and that nevertheless he did what he ought to do.

A: That honor in fact belongs to the whole Trinity. For because he is himself

God, the Son of God, he offered himself to himself, as to the Father and to

the Holy Spirit, for his own honor. That is, he offered his humanity to his di-

vinity, which is one and the same as the divinity of the three persons. But in

order to say more clearly what we mean, while abiding in this same truth, let

us adopt the usual way of speaking and say that the Son freely offered himself

to the Father. For this is the most suitable way to express it, since in [the name

of ] one Person we understand God as a whole, to whom as a human being

he offered himself; and the names of Father and Son kindle intense devotion

in the hearts of those who hear that the Son is said to intercede with the Fa-

ther in this way on our behalf.

B: I accept this most willingly.

Chapter 19

How very reasonable it is that his death brings about human salvation

A: Let us now examine, as well as we can, how very reasonable it is that his

death brings about human salvation.

B: That is what my heart is longing for. For although I think I understand

this, I want you to show how the rational account holds together.

A: Now there is no need to set forth how great a thing it is that the Son freely

gave.

B: That is already sufficiently clear.

A: And you will not judge that the one who freely gave so great a gift to God

should go unrewarded.
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B: On the contrary, I see that it is necessary that the Father reward the Son.

Otherwise, he would appear to be either unjust, if he were unwilling to re-

ward him, or powerless, if he were unable to reward him; and neither of these

is true of God.

A: Someone who gives a reward either gives the other person what he does

not have or cancels a debt that can be demanded from him. But before the

Son did such a great thing, everything that was the Father’s was also his; and

he never owed any debt that could be canceled. So what reward will be given

to one who lacks for nothing, one to whom nothing can be given and for

whom no debt can be canceled?

B: I see on the one hand that a reward is necessary, and on the other that it is

impossible. For it is necessary that God pay what he owes, yet there is also

nothing for him to pay.

A: If such a great and well-deserved reward is not given either to the Son or

to anyone else, it will seem that the Son did so great a deed in vain.

B: It is impious to suppose such a thing.

A: Then it is necessary that the reward be given to someone else, since it can-

not be given to him.

B: That conclusion is inescapable.

A: If the Son should will to give someone else what was owed to himself,

could the Father rightfully prevent him or deny the reward to the one to

whom the Son gives it?

B: On the contrary, I understand that it is just and necessary that the Father

pay the reward to the one to whom the Son wills to give it, since it is proper

for the Son to give what belongs to him, and the Father cannot pay what he

owes except to someone other than the Son.

A: To whom will he more fittingly give the fruit and reward of his death than

to those for whose salvation he made himself a human being, as truthful rea-

soning has taught us, and to whom, as we have said, he gave an example by

dying for the sake of justice? For their imitation of him will be unavailing if

they do not share in what he has earned.And whom will he more justly make

heirs of the reward he does not need, and of the abundance of his own riches,

than his own kindred and brothers, whom he sees languishing in poverty and

deep misery, bound by their many and great debts, so that what they owe for

their sins is forgiven and they are given what they lack on account of their sins?

B: The world can hear nothing more reasonable, nothing sweeter, nothing

more desirable. For my part, this gives birth to such assurance in me that I can
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Luke 6:47–48.

39
Book 1, Chapter 24.

no longer express the great joy with which my heart exults. For it seems to

me that God rejects no one who approaches him under this name.

A: That is so, provided that one approaches him as one ought. And Holy

Scripture—which is established on the firm foundation of the solid truth that

we have in some measure glimpsed, with God’s help—teaches us in every

place how we ought to approach participation in such great grace and how

we ought to live under it.

B: Truly, whatever is built on this foundation is established on solid rock.38

A: I think I have now to some extent given a satisfactory answer to your

question, although someone better than I am could do so more fully, and there

are more and greater reasons for this matter than my mind, or any mortal

mind, can grasp. It is also clear that God had no need at all to do the thing we

have been discussing; rather, unchangeable truth demanded it. Now because

of the unity of person, God is said to do what this man did; nonetheless, God

had no need to come down from heaven in order to overcome the devil or in

order to act justly against the devil in order to set human beings free. Instead,

God demanded that humanity overcome the devil and that humanity, which

had offended against God through sin, make recompense through justice. For

God owed the devil nothing but punishment, and humanity owed him noth-

ing but defeat, so that those whom he had defeated would in turn vanquish

him.Whatever else was demanded of humanity was owed to God, not to the

devil.

Chapter 20

How great and how just is God’s mercy

As for God’s mercy, which seemed to you to vanish when we were consider-

ing God’s justice and human sin,39 we have found it to be so great and so con-

sonant with justice that it cannot be thought to be greater or more just.What,

indeed, can be understood to be more merciful than for God the Father to say

to a sinner condemned to eternal torments, with no way to redeem himself,

“Take my only-begotten Son, and offer him on your behalf,” and for the Son

himself to say, “Take me and redeem yourself ”? For when they call us and

draw us to the Christian faith, it is as though they were saying those things.

And what is more just than for one who is paid a price greater than every debt

to cancel every debt, if the price is paid with the proper affection?
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Book 1, Chapter 17.

Chapter 21

That it is impossible for the devil to be reconciled

As for the devil’s reconciliation, which you asked about,40 you will understand

that it is impossible if you attentively consider the reconciliation of humanity.

For just as humanity could be reconciled only through a God-man who

would be able to die, through whose justice God would be repaid what he lost

through human sin, so too the damned angels can be saved only through a

God-angel who can die and through his justice restores to God what the sins

of the other angels have taken away.And just as it was not right for human be-

ings to be rescued by another human being who was not of the same race,

even if he were of the same nature, so too no angel ought to be saved by an-

other angel, even though they are all of one nature, since unlike human be-

ings they are not of the same race. For it is not the case that all angels are from

one angel, as all human beings are from one human being.

Another thing that prevents their restoration is the fact that just as they fell

without anyone else harming them, so too they ought to get back up without

anyone else helping them, which is impossible for them. For there is no other

way for them to be restored to the dignity that they were originally going to

have, since if they had not sinned, they would have remained steadfast in the

truth through their own power that they had received, without help from any-

one else. Hence, if anyone thinks that our Savior’s redemption ought to be ex-

tended to them, he will be convinced rationally that he has irrationally fallen

into error. I do not mean that the price of his death does not outweigh in its

magnitude all the sins of human beings and angels, but that immutable reason

forbids the restoration of the lost angels.

Chapter 22

That the truth of the Old and New Testaments has been 

proved in what has been said

B: I think everything you say is reasonable and cannot be contradicted, and I

understand that through this answer to the one question we have put forward,

everything that is contained in the Old and New Testaments has been proved.

For your proof that God had to become a human being is such that, even if

one were to eliminate the few things you introduced from our books in order

to say something about the three divine persons and about Adam, you would

satisfy not only Jews but also pagans by reason alone; and the God-man him-

self establishes the New Testament and confirms the Old. Therefore, just as
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one must confess that the God-man himself is truthful, so too no one can

doubt that everything contained in the Old and New Testaments is true.

A: If we have said anything that requires correction, I will not spurn correc-

tion if it is made reasonably. But if what we take ourselves to have discovered

by reason is strengthened by the testimony of truth, we should ascribe it not

to ourselves but to God,“who is blessed forever.Amen.”41

BASIC WRITINGS326



ON THE VIRGINAL CONCEPTION,
AND ON ORIGINAL SIN

Chapters

1: What original and personal justice and injustice are

2: How human nature was corrupted

3: That sin exists only in a rational will

4: That nothing is just or unjust in itself except for justice and injustice; and

that nothing is punished other than the will

5: That the evil that is sin or injustice is nothing

6: That nonetheless, when God punishes on account of sin, he does not

punish on account of nothing

7: In what way the seed of a human being is said to be unclean and to be

conceived in sins, even though there is no sin in it

8: That there was neither sin nor the necessity of future sin in the seed re-

ceived from the Virgin

9: Why the sin by which the human race is damned is ascribed to Adam

more than to Eve, even though he sinned after her and because of her

10: Why those who were not Adam’s accomplices are burdened by his sin

11: That propagation from the Virgin is not subject to the law and merits of

natural propagation; and that there are three courses of events

12: That it would not be right for Adam’s evils to be transmitted to that man

13: That even if he were not God, but merely a human being, it would still

have been necessary for him to be such as the first human being was

created

14: That the passages saying human beings are conceived from unclean seed

and in iniquities do not contradict the argument I have offered, even

if they do apply properly to certain cases

15: How the sinful mass is not wholly sinful

16: Why John, and others who likewise were miraculously conceived, are not

of themselves free from sin

327



17: Why God was incarnate, given that he could have made from Adam a

sufficient number of non-divine human beings without sin

18: It was not necessary that God be conceived from a just virgin, as if he

could not have been conceived from a sinful woman; but it was fit-

ting that he should be conceived in this way

19: How the explanation offered here both harmonizes with and differs from

the one I offered elsewhere

20: That he who was born of the Virgin had original justice in place of orig-

inal sin

21: Why he could not possess personal injustice

22: On the magnitude of original sin

23: Why and how it passes to infants

24: That the sins of ancestors after Adam are not counted in the original sin

of their descendants

25: How the parents’ sins harm their children’s souls

26: How, nevertheless, no one bears the sin of his father, but his own sin

27: What original sin is, and that it is equal in all

28: Against those who do not think infants should be damned

29: In what way their inability to have justice excuses them after baptism

BASIC WRITINGS328



Though I should wish in all things to honor, if I can, your pious will, my

brother and dearest son, Boso, I regard myself as most greatly in your debt

when I understand that I am the one who instilled such a will in you. Now I

am certain that when you read in Cur Deus Homo—a book that you in par-

ticular, among others, encouraged me to write, in which I took you as my

partner in dialogue—that it seems there can be another explanation, besides

the one I offered there, for how God took a sinless human being out of the

sinful mass of the human race,1 your eager mind is strongly aroused to inves-

tigate what that reason might be. So I fear you would think me unjust if I

should conceal from your zealous interest what I believe about that topic. I

will therefore speak briefly about my view of this matter, in such a way that I

do not repudiate anyone’s faithful opinion about it or stubbornly defend my

own opinion if it can be shown by reason to conflict with the truth. Nonethe-

less, I do regard the reason I offered in Cur Deus Homo to be utterly firm and

sufficient if one examines it carefully.After all, nothing prohibits there being a

plurality of reasons for one and the same thing, any one of which can be suf-

ficient by itself.

Chapter 1

What original and personal justice and injustice are

So in order to see in what way God assumed a sinless human being from the

sinful mass of the human race, we must first investigate original sin, since that

alone gives rise to this question. For if it becomes evident how Christ could

not be subject to original sin, it will be clear how the assumption or concep-

tion of that human being was free from all sin.

There is no doubt that ‘original’ is denominated from ‘origin’. So if original

sin exists only in human beings, it appears to be called ‘original’ either from

the origin of human nature, because it exists from the original beginning of

human nature in virtue of being transmitted from the very origin of human

nature, or from the origin or beginning of each particular person, because it

was transmitted in his origin. But it does not appear that original sin derives

from the beginning of human nature, since the origin of human nature was

just; for our first parents were created just, without any sin. And so it seems

that original sin is so called from the origin of each particular human person.

Now if someone were to say that sin is called ‘original’ because individual

human beings derive it from those from whom their nature has its origin, I

will not contradict him, provided that he does not deny that original sin is

transmitted in conjunction with the origin of each person. For although in
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every human being there is both the nature by which he is a human being,

just as all other human beings are, and the person by which he is distinguished

from others (as when someone is called ‘this fellow’ or ‘that man’, or is called

by his own name, such as ‘Adam’ or ‘Abel’), and although each one’s sin is in

both the nature and the person—for Adam’s sin was in both the human being,

that is, in the nature, and in the particular man named ‘Adam’, that is, in the

person—nonetheless, there is both the sin that everyone receives along with

his nature in his own origin and the sin that someone does not receive with

his nature but commits himself once he is a person distinct from other per-

sons. That which is received in one’s origin is called ‘original’; it could also be

called ‘natural’, not because it derives from the essence of the nature, but be-

cause it is received along with the nature on account of the nature’s corrup-

tion. By contrast, the sin that all human beings commit once they are persons

can be called ‘personal’, since it is done by the vice of a person. Justice can be

called ‘original’ and ‘personal’ on the same grounds.Thus,Adam and Eve were

‘originally’ (that is, at their very beginning, as soon as they were human be-

ings) and without delay just together. Justice, however, can be called ‘personal’

when someone unjust receives a justice that he did not have from his origin.

Chapter 2

How human nature was corrupted

So if Adam and Eve had preserved their original justice, those who would be

born from them would have been originally just, in the same way that Adam

and Eve were just. But since they sinned personally, even though they were

originally strong and uncorrupted and had the power always to preserve jus-

tice without difficulty, everything they were became weakened and corrupted:

after their sin, their bodies were like those of brute animals, subject to corrup-

tion and carnal appetites, while their souls were infected with carnal affections

from the corruption of the body and its appetites, as well as from the lack of

the goods that it lost. And because the whole of human nature was in them,

and nothing of human nature was outside them, the whole of human nature

was weakened and corrupted.

What was left in human nature, therefore, was the debt of the justice, whole

and sound and without any injustice, that human nature had received, and the

debt of making recompense for having abandoned justice, along with the cor-

ruption that it had incurred on account of sin. If it had not sinned, it would

have produced offspring that were such as God had made human nature to be;

but since it did sin, it produces offspring that are such as it has made itself by

sinning. Therefore, since by itself it can neither make recompense for sin nor

recover the justice it has abandoned, and since “the body, which is corrupted,
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weighs down the soul”2—especially when, as in infancy and in the mother’s

womb, the body is so weak that one cannot even understand justice—it appears

to be necessary that in infants human nature is born with the debt of making

recompense for the first sin, which it had the power to avoid always, and with

the debt of having original justice, which it had the power to preserve always.

Nor does its powerlessness in those infants excuse human nature for not pay-

ing back in them what it owes, since it brought that powerlessness upon itself

by abandoning justice in its first parents, in whom the whole of human nature

existed; and it is always indebted to have the power that it received for the sake

of always preserving justice. This condition can be regarded as original sin in

infants.

Let us also add the sins of the more immediate ancestors, which are repaid

“unto the third and fourth generation.”3 For one might wonder whether all

these are to be reckoned as original sin or not.Yet because I do not wish to

be seen as trivializing original sin by raising this question, I will stipulate that

original sin is such that no one could show it to be any more serious.

Chapter 3

That sin exists only in a rational will

But whether original sin is this whole thing4 or something less, I think it can-

not in any way be said to exist in an infant before the infant has a rational soul,

just as there was no justice in Adam before he was made a rational human

being. For even if Adam and Eve had produced offspring without having

sinned in the meantime, justice would not and could not have been in their

seed before it was formed into a living human being. So if the seed of a human

being is not capable of acquiring justice before it becomes a human being, it

also cannot acquire original sin before it is a human being.

Indeed, there is no doubt that original sin is an instance of injustice.After all,

given that every sin is an instance of injustice and original sin is sin, original

sin is clearly an instance of injustice. If someone were to say that not every sin

is an instance of injustice, he would be saying that it is possible for there to be

some sin in a person and yet, at the same time, for there to be no injustice in

that person—and that seems unintelligible. Now if someone were to say in-

stead that original sin should not be called sin in an unqualified sense, but only
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with the qualification ‘original’ (in the same way that a stuffed animal is not

truly an animal, but a stuffed animal5), it would of course follow that an infant

that has no sin but original sin is free of sin, and that the Virgin’s Son was not

the only one among human beings to be sinless in his mother’s womb and at

his birth, and that either an unbaptized infant that dies without any sin other

than original sin is not damned or else it is damned without sin. But we do

not accept any of these claims. Therefore, every sin is a case of injustice, and

original sin is sin without qualification. Hence, it follows that original sin is a

case of injustice. Furthermore, if God damns a human being only on account

of injustice, and he damns someone on account of original sin, it follows that

original sin is nothing other than injustice. And if this is so, and injustice is

nothing other than the absence of the justice that is owed—for it is evident

that there is injustice only in a nature that ought to have justice but lacks it—

original sin is clearly included in that definition of injustice.

Now given that justice is rectitude of will preserved for its own sake, and that

such rectitude cannot exist except in a rational nature, it follows that only a

rational nature owes justice, just as only a rational nature is capable of having

justice. So since injustice can exist only where justice ought to be, original sin,

which is a case of injustice, exists only in a rational nature. Now the only ra-

tional natures are God, angels, and the human soul, in virtue of which a

human being is called rational and without which one is not a human being.

Therefore, since original sin does not exist in God or angels, it exists only in

the rational soul of the human being.

One must also realize that justice can exist only in the will, given that jus-

tice is rectitude of will preserved for its own sake. Therefore, injustice too can

exist only in the will. After all, the absence of justice is called ‘injustice’ only

where justice ought to be.And so, apart from justice and injustice themselves,

nothing is called ‘just’ or ‘unjust’ except a will and whatever else is so called

on account of a just or unjust will.We call a human being, an angel, a soul, or

an action just or unjust on the basis of the will.

Chapter 4

That nothing is just or unjust in itself except for justice and injustice;

and that nothing is punished other than the will

For nothing—no substance, no action, nor anything else—considered in it-

self is just except for justice, or unjust or a sin except for injustice: not even
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the will itself in which justice or injustice exists. For the power of the soul by

which the soul wills something, which can be called the “instrument” for will-

ing (as sight is the instrument for seeing), which we name “the will,” is one

thing; the justice by which the will is called “just” when it has it, and “unjust”

when it lacks it, is another thing. The affections and exercises of this instru-

ment are also called “wills,” but that is too involved a matter to pursue here.6

Not even the appetites that the Apostle calls “the flesh,” which “lusts against

the spirit,”7 and “the law of sin,”8 which is “in the members, opposing the law

of the mind,”9 are just or unjust considered in themselves. For they do not

make a person who experiences them just or unjust; they make someone un-

just only when he consents to them by his will when he should not. For that

same Apostle says that there is “no condemnation for those who are in Christ

Jesus, who walk not according to the flesh,”10 that is, who do not consent to

the flesh with their wills. After all, if they made someone unjust who merely

experienced them without consenting to them, condemnation would follow.

Hence, merely experiencing them is not a sin; consenting to them is a sin.And

in fact, if they were unjust in themselves, then whenever consent is given to

them, they would make someone or something unjust.Yet when brute animals

consent to them, the animals are not called unjust. Furthermore, if these ap-

petites were sins, they would be taken away in baptism, when every sin is

washed away; but it is quite clear that this does not happen. So it is not in their

being that there is any injustice, but only in a rational will that follows them

in an inordinate way.When a will resists them by delighting in the law of God

according to the inner person,11 that will is just. For he calls the justice that

the law enjoins both “the law of God,” because it is from God, and “the law

of the mind,” because it is understood through the mind, just as the Old Law

is called “the law of God,” because it is from God, and “the law of Moses,” be-

cause it was handed down through Moses.

My claim that no action is called unjust in itself, but only on account of an

unjust will, is clear in the case of actions that can sometimes be performed

without injustice: for example, killing a human being, as Phineas did,12 and

sexual intercourse, as in marital relations or among brute animals. This is not

as easy to understand when it comes to actions that can never be performed
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without injustice, such as perjury and certain other actions that ought not

even to be mentioned.Yet consider both an action by which something comes

into being—an action that exists only so long as something is coming into

being and passes out of existence once that thing has been brought about—

and the product that comes into being and remains in existence. For example,

when someone writes what ought not to be written, the action of writing

passes out of existence, but it brings into being certain marks that remain in

existence. If the action were a sin, then once the action passed out of existence,

the sin likewise would pass out of existence and would no longer exist.And if

the product were a sin, then as long as the product remained in existence, the

sin would never be wiped away.Yet in fact we observe that very often sins are

not destroyed when the action is destroyed, and that they are destroyed even

though the product is not destroyed. Hence, neither the action that passes out

of existence nor the product that remains in existence is ever a sin.

Finally, if the bodily members and senses by means of which voluntary ac-

tions are done unjustly are blamed for those actions, they can respond, “God

subjected us, and the power that is in us, to the will, so that when the will

commands us, we cannot fail to move ourselves and to do what it wills. In-

deed, the will moves us as its instruments; it is the will that performs the deeds

we appear to do.And we cannot resist the will on our own; the deeds it per-

forms cannot fail to be done.We ought not, and we cannot, fail to obey the

master whom God has set over us.When we obey the will, we are obeying

God, who gave us this law.”What sin, therefore, is committed by the bodily

members or the senses or their deeds, which God has made subject to the will

in this way, when they preserve the order that God has made for them? So the

entirety of whatever they do is to be attributed to the will.

Since this is the case, someone might wonder why the bodily members and

the senses are punished for the will’s fault. But that is not in fact what hap-

pens. Only the will is punished. For only what is contrary to someone’s will

is a punishment for that person, and only what has a will experiences punish-

ment. Now the bodily members and the senses do not will anything through

themselves. So just as the will is operative in the members and the senses, it is

tormented or pleased through them.Anyone who resists this claim should re-

alize that what experiences and acts in the senses and the bodily members is

nothing other than the soul, in which the will exists; and so it is nothing other

than the soul that is tormented or pleased through them. Nevertheless, in our

ordinary way of speaking we call the actions done by an unjust will “sins,” on

the grounds that there is sin in the will by which they are done; and some are

given names that signify that they are done unjustly, such as “fornication” and

“lie.” But what we understand when we consider the action or utterance as

such is different from what we understand when we consider whether it was

done justly or unjustly.
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Finally, all being is from God, from whom nothing unjust comes. Hence, no

being is unjust in itself.

Chapter 5

That the evil that is sin or injustice is nothing

Now injustice, like blindness, is absolutely nothing at all. For blindness is

nothing other than the absence of sight where sight ought to be; and that

absence is no more something in an eye, where sight ought to be, than it is in a

log, where sight ought not to be. Nor is injustice some sort of thing that in-

fects and corrupts the soul, as a poison does to the body, or that does some-

thing, as it seems to be when a vicious person does evil deeds.When a wild

animal breaks its chains and goes on a rampage, or when a helmsman aban-

dons the rudder and leaves his ship at the mercy of winds and waves, so that

it wanders aimlessly and drifts into danger, we say that the absence of the

chains or of the rudder did this—not meaning that their absence is some-

thing or that it did anything, but rather that if they had been present, they

would have kept the wild animal from going on a rampage and the ship from

running into disaster. In the same way, when a wicked human being goes on

a rampage and is driven into those dangers of the soul that are evil deeds,

we cry out that injustice does these things. But this does not mean that in-

justice is a being or that it does anything. It means rather that when justice

is absent, the will, to which all voluntary movements of the whole human

being are subject, is inconstant, unrestrained, and ungoverned; driven by 

various appetites, it throws itself and everything subject to it into all man-

ner of evil—and that if justice were present, it would keep all this from 

happening.

From these considerations it is easy to recognize that injustice has no being,

even though ordinary usage calls the affections and acts of an unjust will,

which are something considered in themselves, “injustice.” By this very same

reasoning we understand that evil is nothing. For just as injustice is not any-

thing other than the absence of justice that there ought to be, so too evil is

not anything other than the absence of goodness that there ought to be. Now

no being, however evil we might say it is, is nothing; and for a thing to be evil

is not for it to be something. For any being to be evil is nothing other than

for it to lack some good that it ought to have; and for a being to lack a good

that ought to be present is not for it to be anything. Hence, for any being, for

it to be evil is not for it to be anything.

I have made these brief remarks concerning the evil that is injustice, an evil

that is always unquestionably nothing. There is also the evil that is disadvan-

tage, on the basis of which disadvantages are called evils. Disadvantage is some-

times nothing, as in the case of blindness and deafness, but sometimes it seems
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to be something, as in the case of pain and sorrow.13 In any event, I think I

have shown adequately in On the Fall of the Devil14 that justice is rectitude of

will preserved for its own sake, that injustice is nothing other than the absence

of justice that ought to be present and that injustice has no being, that all being

is from God, and that nothing is from God but what is good. But I dealt more

fully with justice in On Truth.15

Chapter 6

That nonetheless, when God punishes on account of sin, he does not punish on 

account of nothing

Certain people, when they hear that sin is nothing, are accustomed to say,“If

sin is nothing, why does God punish human beings on account of sin, since

no one ought to be punished on account of nothing?” This is a trivial ques-

tion, but since they do not understand what they are asking, I should offer

them a brief reply.

Even though the absence of justice is equally nothing both where justice

ought to be and where it ought not to be, it is still right for God to punish

sinners, not on account of nothing but on account of something. For, as I said

in the aforementioned book,16 God requires of them, against their wills, the

honor that is due to himself, which they refused to offer him spontaneously;

and he deals with them separately from the just, according to a fitting order,

so that there will be nothing out of order in his kingdom. But he does not

punish creatures in which justice ought not to be on account of their lacking

justice, that is, on account of nothing, because he does not require justice of

them, and the fitting order of the whole universe does not demand it.And so

when God punishes on account of sin, which is the absence of the justice that

is owed—an absence that is nothing—it is not the case that he is punishing

on account of nothing at all; and it is true that God does not punish on ac-

count of nothing unless there is something on account of which he ought to

punish.
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Chapter 7

In what way the seed of a human being is said to be unclean and 

to be conceived in sins, even though there is no sin in it

I think by now it has become quite evident from what I have said that sin and

injustice are nothing, that they exist only in a rational will, and that no being

is properly called “unjust” other than a will. And so it appears to follow that

either an infant has a rational soul (without which it cannot have a rational

will) from the very moment of conception, or else original sin is not present

in it as soon as it is conceived. Now no one thinks it has a rational soul from

the very moment of conception. For it would follow that every time a human

seed17 perishes, even from the very moment of its reception, before it attains

human form, the human soul in it is damned because it is not reconciled

through Christ, which is completely absurd. So we must emphatically reject

this horn of the dilemma.

Yet if an infant does not have sin from the very moment of conception, why

does Job say to God,“Who can make clean one who was conceived from un-

clean seed? Who but you, who alone have being?”18 And how is there truth in

what David says: “In iniquities was I conceived, and in sins my mother con-

ceived me”?19 I will therefore investigate, if I can, in what sense infants are said

to be conceived from unclean seed, in iniquities, and in sins, even though sin

does not exist in infants from the very moment of their conception.

Certainly Scripture often asserts that something is the case when it is not, on

the grounds that it is certain that such a thing will be the case. It is in this sense

that God says to Adam regarding the forbidden tree,“On the very day you eat

from it, you will die”:20 not that on that day he underwent bodily death, but

that on that day he received the necessity of dying some day.And Paul speaks

in a similar way about the necessity of dying some day:“But if Christ is in you,

the body is dead on account of sin, but the spirit is alive on account of justi-

fication.”21 After all, the bodies of those to whom he was writing were not 
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already dead, but they were going to die on account of sin, since “through one

human being sin entered into this world, and through sin, death.”22 Thus,

when Adam sinned, we all sinned in him: not because we, who did not even

exist yet, sinned, but because we were going to come from him in the future,

and at that time the necessity came about that when we did exist, we would

sin, since “by the disobedience of one, many were made sinners.”23

We can understand in a similar way the claim that a human being is con-

ceived from unclean seed, in iniquities, and in sins: not that there is the un-

cleanness of sin, or sin or iniquity, in the seed, but because from the seed and

from the moment of conception from which a human being begins to exist,

he receives the necessity that once he has a rational soul, he will have the un-

cleanness of sin, which is nothing other than sin and iniquity. For even if a

child is conceived as a result of vicious concupiscence, there is no more fault

in the seed than there would be fault in spit or blood simply because some-

one spat or bled as a result of an evil will. It is not, after all, the spit or the

blood that is blamed, but the evil will. So it is clear how sin does not exist in

infants from the moment of their conception and yet, at the same time, how

the texts I quoted from Scripture are true. There is no sin in infants because

they do not have a will, without which sin is not present; and yet sin is said to

be present, because they carry in their seed the necessity of sinning once they

are human beings.

Chapter 8

That there was neither sin nor the necessity of future sin 

in the seed received from the Virgin

If, as I believe, these things are true, there is no sin in that which is received

into the offspring from the parent, since it has no will. And so it is clear that

there could not be any stain of sin in that which the Son of God assumed into

his person from the Virgin. I have said, however, that the seed is transmitted

from the parents with a necessity of future sin, once it is animated by a rational

soul. This is indeed the case for only one reason, namely, that (as I have said)

human nature is born in infants with a debt of making recompense for the sin

of Adam and, as I have proposed,24 the sin of their immediate parents. Human

nature is in no way capable of making such recompense; and so long as it fails

to make this recompense, it is sinning. Left to itself, it does not have the power
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on its own to possess the justice that it abandoned. Indeed, a soul that is

weighed down by a corrupted body25 cannot even understand justice, and

what does not understand justice cannot preserve or possess justice. Now if it

can be shown that the seed received from the Virgin is free from these neces-

sities, it will be clear that it did not contract any necessity of sin.

It can be easily demonstrated that that seed does not suffer from the neces-

sity according to which human nature on its own cannot recover justice by its

own power, and by which the body that is corrupted weighs down the soul,

so that in its fully developed state it requires the help of grace to preserve the

justice it has received, and in infancy it cannot even understand justice.We can

show this on the basis of the personal unity of the assuming nature and the as-

sumed nature, provided that we first exempt that seed from the necessity of

making recompense for the sins of our first parents as well as those of its more

immediate ancestors. Now if it can be understood to be free from the debt of

our first parents, there will be no question that no debt accrues to it from its

more immediate ancestors either. Therefore, with God’s help I will try first to

look for a way to make this evident, so that once I have demonstrated it, there

will be no need to devote much effort to other matters.

Chapter 9

Why the sin by which the human race is damned is ascribed to Adam 

more than to Eve, even though he sinned after her and because of her

I think the first question that needs to be asked in this regard is why the sin by

which the human race is damned is more often and more particularly ascribed

to Adam than to Eve, even though she sinned first, and Adam sinned after her

and because of her. For the Apostle says,“Death reigned from Adam to Moses,

even over those who did not sin in the likeness of the transgression of Adam.”26

And many other passages seem to incriminate Adam rather than Eve.

This is done, I think, because the two of them are understood together in

the name of the chief member of the couple, in the way that a whole is often

signified by the part; or because Adam, together with his rib, could still be

called ‘Adam’, even though his rib was fashioned into a woman—for we read

that God “made them male and female and blessed them, and he called their

name ‘Adam’ on the day in which they were created”;27 or else because if only

Eve had sinned and not Adam, it would not have been necessary for the whole

human race to perish but only for Eve. For God could have made another
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woman from Adam, in whom he had created the seed of all human beings;

and by that other woman made from Adam, God’s purpose would have been

fulfilled. For these same reasons, I will signify them both by the name ‘Adam’,

except when it is necessary to distinguish the two of them.

Chapter 10

Why those who were not Adam’s accomplices are burdened by his sin

It is through creation that all the offspring of Adam are human beings, through

propagation that they are Adam, and through the individuation by which they

are distinguished from others that they are persons. For it is not from Adam,

but through Adam, that they possess their being human. Just as Adam did not

make himself a human being, he also did not make the reproductive nature

that he possessed; rather God, who created Adam a human being, made this

nature in him so that human beings would be propagated from him. Now

there is no doubt about the basis on which all his offspring incur the debt

about which we are speaking. It is not because they are human beings or be-

cause they are persons.After all, if it is because they are human beings or per-

sons that they are all liable for this debt, then Adam would necessarily have

been constrained by this debt before he sinned, since he too was a human

being and a person—and that is altogether ridiculous. The only remaining

possibility, then, is that all his offspring are debtors for no other reason than

that they are Adam: not, however, because they are Adam without qualifica-

tion, but because they are Adam the sinner. Otherwise it would follow that

even if Adam had never sinned, those who were propagated from him would

nevertheless have been born owing this debt—an impious conclusion.

It is appropriate to repeat here what I said earlier28 about why they are all

burdened by the sin or debt of Adam because they are propagated from him,

even though they were not accomplices in his sin.When God made Adam, he

made a reproductive nature in him, and God placed this nature under his con-

trol so that he would use it in accordance with his own will, so long as he

should will to be subject to God. For Adam would not use this nature in ac-

cordance with bestial and irrational passion, but in accordance with a human

and rational will.After all, it is proper to beasts to will nothing in conjunction

with reason, whereas it is proper to human beings to will nothing apart from

reason. They are always under the obligation to do this, since Adam received

this power and was able to preserve it always. God also gave him this gift of

grace: so long as he did not sin, those whom he generated by the workings of

nature and will would be just, as soon as they came to possess a rational soul—
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in the same way that God, apart from the workings of natural propagation or

any created will, had created Adam both rational and just all at once.

In fact, the same argument that shows that rational nature was created just

(an argument I laid out in the aforementioned work29) also proves that if there

had been no preceding sin, those who were propagated from human nature

necessarily would have been just as soon as they were rational. For the one

who created the first human being without generation from parents also cre-

ates those who come into being from him through the created reproductive

nature. Therefore, if there had been no preceding sin, every human being, just

like Adam, would be both just and rational. But since Adam refused to be sub-

ject to God’s will, that reproductive nature—though it remained intact—was

not subject to his will, as it would have been if he had not sinned. He also lost

the grace that he had the power to retain for all those who would be propa-

gated from him, and all who are propagated by the workings of the nature that

he had received are bound by his debt. Therefore, because human nature,

which existed wholly in Adam in such a way that there was nothing of it out-

side him, dishonored God by sinning without any necessity, and could not by

itself make recompense for its sin, it lost the grace that it had received and

could have retained always for those who would be propagated from it; and

every time it is propagated by the reproductive nature that it was given, it con-

tracts sin and, with it, the punishment for sin.

Chapter 11

That propagation from the Virgin is not subject to the law and merits 

of natural propagation; and that there are three courses of events

We must now carefully investigate whether this inheritance (so to speak) of

sin and of the penalty of sin is justly transmitted to the human being who was

propagated from Adam through the Virgin. It is of course clear that Adam

received a nature for propagating only through both a man and a woman to-

gether. Human nature does not have the power—and we recognize that it is

impossible—for a man alone or a woman alone to generate a human being

solely by the workings of his or her own nature and will. For just as the dust

of the earth had not received a nature or will that could act so as to bring

about the first man from it, even though God could make a man from it, so

too, it was not the nature or will of a human being that acted so as to make a

woman from a man’s rib or a man from a woman alone. Rather, God by his

own power and will made one man from the dust and another man from a

woman alone, and a woman from a man alone. For although nothing comes
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about unless God’s will either brings it about or permits it, some things are

brought about by God’s will and power alone, others by a created nature, and

others by a creature’s will. But just as a created nature can bring about noth-

ing by itself except what it has received from God’s will, so too a creature’s will

can do nothing at all by itself except what the creature’s nature supports or al-

lows. It was God’s will alone that made the natures of things in the beginning,

giving to some natures a will suited to them, so that natures and wills would

fulfill their functions in the course of events in accordance with the order that

God laid down for them.And God’s will continues to do many things by using

those natures and wills to accomplish what they would never do according to

their characteristic role and purpose.

It is the work of God’s will alone when the sea offers a dry path through it-

self to God’s people, when the dead arise, when water is suddenly turned to

wine, when human hearts are taught by the Holy Spirit things that they do

not know either through themselves or through another creature, when un-

wholesome wills are turned by the governance of grace alone from their own

impulses to what is beneficial, and when many other things come about that

neither a creature nor its will would do in its ordinary course of activity.

Nature moves light things upward and heavy things downward. Nature

makes the earth produce countless plants and trees and makes them bear fruit,

sometimes when a will has previously cultivated and sown seed, but some-

times without any prior activity on the part of a will. And nature does many

other things that we know more easily from what we see than from what we

are taught.

Things like the following are attributed to will: taking a trip, building, writ-

ing, speaking, and similar things that only a will does.

Therefore, since, if we examine them carefully, all things that come about

come about either by God’s will alone or by nature in accordance with the

power granted it by God or by a creature’s will, and since those things that

neither a created nature nor a creature’s will but God alone brings about are

always miraculous, it is evident that there are three courses of events: miracu-

lous, natural, and voluntary. The miraculous is in no way subservient to the

others or to their law; rather, it freely controls them. Nor does it do them any

injury when it appears to supersede them, since they have nothing but what

they have received from it, and whatever it has given them is subordinate to

it. Therefore, since the propagation of a man from the Virgin alone is not nat-

ural or voluntary but miraculous (just like the propagation that produced a

woman from a man alone and the creation of a man from the dust), it is clear

that it is in no way subject to the laws and merits of the propagation that both

nature and will accomplish, though separately (for in such a case what will

does is distinct from what nature does). Nevertheless, Adam, who is from

something that was not a human being, and Jesus, who is from a woman alone,
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and Eve, who is from a man alone, are all just as much genuine human beings

as is any man or woman who is from both a man and a woman. Now every

human being is either Adam or from Adam, but Eve is from Adam alone, and

all others are from Adam and Eve. For since Mary, from whom alone Jesus

came, is from Adam and Eve, Jesus cannot but be from both Adam and Eve.

And it was fitting that in this way the one who was to redeem the human race

should be, and be born from, the father and mother of all.

Chapter 12

That it would not be right for Adam’s evils to be transmitted to that man

And the following considerations likewise make it easy to understand how the

son of the Virgin was not subject to the sin or debt of Adam. Adam was cre-

ated just, free from sin and its much-discussed debt and from punishment for

sin, happy, and capable of always preserving the justice that he had received

and thereby also preserving the freedom and happiness of which I have spo-

ken. Therefore, since he did not preserve for himself these good things, even

though he could have preserved them for ever without any difficulty, he

robbed himself of them and subjected himself to their opposites. And so he

was made a slave to sin or injustice, and to a debt that he could not repay, and

to that unhappiness that consists in his powerlessness to recover the good

things that he had lost. It was only by failing to preserve those good things,

even though he had the power to preserve them for himself, that he was able

to rob himself of the good things he had possessed and attract evils that he had

not possessed; accordingly, he was not able to rob others of those good things

or inflict evil things upon them unless he had the power to preserve those

things for them but failed to do so. Now it was only for those whose propa-

gation had been made subject to his will that he was able to preserve these

good things; therefore, he was not able to transmit the aforementioned evils to

any person whose generation was not, and could not be, in any way accom-

plished either by the reproductive nature bestowed on him or by his will—

even if that person were propagated from him. Therefore, there was no basis,

and it would not have been right, for Adam’s evils to be transmitted to the man

who was conceived by the Virgin.

Chapter 13

That even if he were not God but merely a human being, it would still have been

necessary for him to be such as the first human being was created

Furthermore, if by the pure sight of reason we gaze attentively upon God’s wise

justice, we will understand that it would be altogether absurd for any neces-

sity deriving from someone else’s sin or debt or punishment to be transmitted

ON THE VIRGINAL CONCEPTION, AND ON ORIGINAL SIN 343



to that human being through a seed that was produced and brought into being

not by any created nature, or by any creature’s will, or by any power bestowed

on a nature, but solely by God’s own will, which set apart from the Virgin this

seed so that by a new power a human being would be begotten who would

be free from sin. This would be true even if that seed came to be a mere

human being and were not assumed into a divine person.After all, the rational

mind clearly recognizes that God ought not to have made this man, whom he

propagated solely by his own will and power, subject to any evil, for the same

reason that he ought to have made Adam just, and not burdened by any debt

or disadvantage: namely, that it would be altogether unfitting for God’s wise

and all-powerful goodness to make a rational nature subject to any evil by his

own will alone, out of matter in which there was no sin. Anyone who does

not understand this does not recognize what is unfitting for God. Therefore,

even if God had made a mere human being in this way I have described, it

would have been necessary for him to be endowed with no less justice and

happiness than Adam was when he was first made.

Chapter 14

That the passages saying human beings are conceived from unclean seed 

and in iniquities do not contradict the argument I have offered, even if 

they do apply properly to certain cases

Now suppose someone’s mind does not grasp what I have said concerning the

seed of a human being, namely, that there is no sin in it before there is a ra-

tional soul, but that it is said to be unclean with sin and iniquity on account

of its future uncleanness, once it is a human being. Suppose such a person

thinks that the human seed is unclean from its very conception on the

grounds that (to quote the passages I myself raised as objections) Scripture

says, “Who can make clean what was conceived from unclean seed?” and “In

iniquities was I conceived, and in sins did my mother conceive me.” I will not

devote much effort here to make him understand what he is incapable of un-

derstanding, for I have no need to do so. But I do ask that he pay attention to

the brief reply I am about to make.

Those who wrote these words meant them to be understood either as ap-

plying to every human seed or as applying only to that which is produced in

conjunction with the experience of the sensuality that would have belonged

exclusively to brute animals had human beings not sinned. If they meant them

to apply to every human seed, it follows that such great men asserted that the

seed received from the Virgin alone was unclean—and it is impious to believe

such a thing. So they did not write these things about that seed. Rather, if they

were speaking of any human seed according to the second sense, they meant

their words to apply only to seed that is conceived in sensuality. But this in no
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way contradicts our argument, which claims that the seed received from the

Virgin is clean, even though it is from the sinful mass.

Chapter 15

How the sinful mass is not wholly sinful

Just as blindness is not in every part of a human being, even though the human

being is called blind, but is only in the eye, where sight ought to be—for

blindness is not in a hand or foot—and deafness is only in the ear, even

though the human being is called deaf, so too, even though the mass of the

human race is called sinful, there is not sin in every part of it, but only (as I

have said30) in the will; and as we know, no seed has a will at the moment of

its conception. Therefore, if the things I have said are examined carefully, we

can now freely conclude—with no sound or plausible argument to contradict

us—that no reasoning, no truth, no understanding allows that any share of the

sin of the sinful mass either could have or should have affected the human

being who was conceived by the Virgin alone, even though he was taken out

of that sinful mass; and this would have been the case even if he were not God.

Chapter 16

Why John, and others who likewise were miraculously conceived,

are not of themselves free of sin

Someone might bring up the cases of John the Baptist and others who were

propagated from those who were sterile and in those whose reproductive na-

ture was dead because of old age, objecting that by a similar argument they

too should have been born without sin and the punishment for sin, since they

were miraculously conceived. But it must be understood that such cases are

far removed from the argument that shows that the virginal conception was

free from all necessity of sin. For it is one thing for God to do something un-

heard-of, unexpected, and unknown to nature, and quite another for him to

heal a nature that has been weakened by age or infirmity and call it back to

its proper work. After all, if Adam had not sinned, he would not have grown

weak from age, or indeed from any cause; thus, no fall would have impeded

the working of the reproductive nature created in him, the exercise of which

was subjected to his power (as has been said31). So what we find with John and

similar cases is not something new given to Adam’s nature, as was granted in

the son of the Virgin, but the restoration of what had been enfeebled by its
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own causes.Therefore, since these people were generated by means of the nat-

ural propagation granted to Adam, they neither can nor should at all be assimi-

lated to the one whose miraculous conception we are now discussing, in such

a way that it could be shown that they are free from the bondage of original sin.

Chapter 17

Why God was incarnate, given that he could have made from Adam a sufficient

number of non-divine human beings without sin

Perhaps someone will say, “If a mere human being who was not God could

have been made from Adam without any contagion of sin, as you claim, why

was it necessary for God to be incarnate? God could have redeemed sinners

through one such sinless man, or else, by a similar miracle, he could have cre-

ated as many as were necessary to complete the heavenly city.”

I shall respond to this briefly. God became a human being because a human

being who was not God would not have been sufficient to redeem others, as

I showed in the work I have mentioned so often.32 And he did not create as

many human beings as were necessary because if no one who came about

through natural propagation were saved, the nature that God had created in

Adam would have been in vain; it would have seemed as if God were correct-

ing a mistake that he had made.And it is not fitting for the highest wisdom to

do this for any nature.

A little earlier33 I set out to investigate how we can understand that the seed

received from the Virgin, in which (as has been shown) there was no sin, was

free from all the necessities in which all other human beings are conceived. I

was confident that if I could first establish by reason that it was exempt from

the necessity of the sin and debt of Adam and of its more immediate ances-

tors, I would be able to show that it was free from all the other necessities—

the inability to recover by one’s own effort the justice that human nature

abandoned, and the soul’s being weighed down by the body that is corrupted,

especially in infants—on the grounds that this human being was God.And so

I began by asking how we could understand this to be true regarding the ne-

cessity of Adam’s sin and debt, so that afterwards I might more easily discover

what I was looking for in those other cases.And by the abundant grace of him

whose sinless conception is our theme, not only have we come to know that

he was free from all sin and debt and the necessities I have described, but in

addition we have proved by intelligible reasoning that the human being

BASIC WRITINGS346



34
See Cur Deus Homo, Book 2, Chapter 16.

conceived in this way ought to have been endowed with no less justice or

happiness than that with which Adam was created—even if he were not God,

but merely a human being. For both these things seemed equally unreason-

able: that sin or the punishment for sin should fall on him from any ancestors

through such propagation, and that God should spontaneously make a rational

nature unjust, or should make a rational nature unhappy who did not deserve

it on account of injustice.

Chapter 18

It was not necessary that God be conceived from a just virgin, as if he 

could not have been conceived from a sinful woman; but it was fitting 

that he should be conceived in this way

Therefore, although the Son of God was most truly conceived from a most

pure virgin, this did not happen by necessity, as if a just offspring could not

reasonably be generated from a sinful parent through this sort of propagation.

Rather, this happened because it was fitting for the conception of this human

being to come about from a most pure mother. Indeed it was fitting that the

Virgin should be radiant with a purity than which no greater can be thought,

except for that of God himself. For to her God the Father entrusted the gift

of his only Son, whom he loved as himself, as one begotten from his own heart

and equal to himself, so that there should be by nature one and the same Son

of both God the Father and the Virgin; and the Son himself chose to make her

substantially his mother; and the Holy Spirit willed and worked so that the

one from whom he himself proceeded would be conceived and born from

her. Now in the book in which I offered my other explanation for what is

under discussion here, I also explained how the Virgin herself was purified by

faith before that conception.34

Chapter 19

How the explanation offered here both harmonizes with and 

differs from the one I offered elsewhere

To my intellect it seems that each of these two explanations is, by itself, a suffi-

cient answer to the question at hand; but the two of them taken together

abundantly satisfy a mind that is seeking both force in reasoning and suitabil-

ity in action.And although both explanations are aiming at the same conclu-

sion, they do differ in this respect: the one I have offered here shows, with no
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argument to contradict it, that God ought to have produced a just offspring, and

nothing other than a just offspring, through such propagation even from the

substance of a sinful virgin, since sin exists nowhere in human nature except

in the will; by contrast, my previous argument proves that even if there were

sin in the entire being of the Virgin, she could nonetheless have been purified

through faith for the sake of this pure conception. Moreover, my argument

here explicitly exempts this human being from every necessity of death or of

any corruption or effort, whereas the other argument seems to leave that issue

open, although it is resolved by a sufficient argument if one looks into the

matter carefully. Hence, it is evident on the basis of either argument that our

Lord and Redeemer endured all his sufferings solely by his most gracious will.

Chapter 20

That he who was born of the Virgin had original justice in place of original sin

It seems to me that I have adequately shown what I set out to show: that there

was no rational basis on which original sin could be transmitted from his an-

cestors to the human being who was conceived by the Virgin, but rather that

he should have been made just and happy, as reason demands. Therefore, since

from his very origin (in the sense I have explained)35 from a just Father ac-

cording to his divine nature and from a just mother according to his human

nature he was born just, it is quite appropriate to say that he had original jus-

tice in place of the original injustice that all other children of Adam have from

their origin.

Chapter 21

Why he could not possess personal injustice

But it would be superfluous to argue the point that personal injustice did not

touch him, since the human nature in him was never without the divine, and

his soul was never weighed down against his will or in any way hindered by

the corruptible body. Because his soul—or rather the whole human being—

together with the Word of God, who is God, always existed as one person, he

was never without the perfect justice, wisdom, and power that, in terms of his

person, he always possessed from himself as God, although in terms of his na-

tures, the human nature received from the divine nature whatever it possessed.

I do not deny that there may be some other reason, besides the one I have

given here and the one I offered elsewhere,36 why God assumed a sinless
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human being from the sinful mass, as something unleavened from what is leav-

ened. If someone shows it to me, I will accept it gladly; and I will not hold on

to my own reasons if they can be shown to contradict the truth—though I

do not think they can.

Chapter 22

On the magnitude of original sin

Moreover, original sin can be neither greater nor less than I have said, since

once an infant becomes rational, human nature in him does not have the jus-

tice that it received in Adam and that it ought always to have; and as I ex-

plained earlier,37 the fact that it lacks the power to have justice does not excuse

it for not having justice.Yet I do not think that original sin is in every respect

as grave as I made it out to be earlier. For, since my aim was to show that orig-

inal sin did not belong to the human being who was conceived by the Virgin,

I stipulated that original sin was such that no one could add to it, so that (as I

remarked) I would not appear to be making light of it for the sake of my in-

quiry. But now I will say explicitly what I think about this topic.

I do not think Adam’s sin passes to infants in such a way that they ought to

be punished for it in just the same way as if they themselves as individuals had

personally committed it, like Adam himself. But on account of that sin it has

come to pass that no infant can be born without sin, from which damnation

follows. For when the Apostle says that “death reigned from Adam to Moses,

even over those who did not sin in the likeness of Adam’s transgression,”38 he

seems to signify expressly that neither Adam’s transgression itself nor anything

as great is imputed to them personally, even though in his writings he de-

scribes all the children of Adam, except for the Virgin’s son, as “sinners”39 and

“children of wrath.”40 For when he says,“even over those who did not sin in

the likeness of Adam’s transgression,” this can be understood as if he said,“even

over those who did not sin as much as Adam sinned by transgressing.” And

when he says, “the law came in so that sin might be abundant,”41 we should

understand either that before the law the sin of “those who did not sin in the

likeness of Adam’s transgression” was less than the sin of Adam, or else, if it 

was not less than Adam’s, that after the law sin was abundant in them over 
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and above the sin of Adam—though when I consider this latter alternative, I

cannot make sense of it. In Cur Deus Homo I laid out my views on the grav-

ity of this sin and its recompense, as you have already read. Nevertheless, it is

true that no one is restored to the state for which human beings were created

and a reproductive nature was given to them, and no one is rescued from the

evils into which human nature has fallen, except through recompense for that

sin by which human nature threw itself into those evils.

Someone might say, “If these individuals do not have Adam’s sin, how can

you claim that none of them is saved except through recompense for Adam’s

sin? How does a just God demand from them recompense for a sin that is not

theirs?” But in fact God does not demand from any sinner more than he owes;

yet since no sinner can pay back as much as he owes, Christ alone, on behalf

of all who are saved, pays back more than they owe, as I have already explained

in that oft-cited work.

Still, we need to examine yet another explanation for the fact that sin is less

in infants than it was in Adam, even though it passes to all of them from him.

For “through one human being”—that is, through Adam—“sin entered into

this world, and through sin, death.”42

Chapter 23

Why and how it passes to infants

Yet one will not understand why it is less in them unless one understands why

and how it is present in them in the first place.Although I just explained this

above, to the extent that it was needed in order to answer my question, it will

not be pointless to repeat it here briefly. Certainly it cannot be denied that in-

fants were in Adam when he sinned. But they were in him causally, or mate-

rially, as in his seed; they are in themselves personally. For in him they were

the seed itself, whereas in themselves each of them is individually a distinct

person. In him they were not distinct from him, but in themselves they are dis-

tinct from him. In him they were Adam; in themselves they are themselves.

Therefore, they were in him, but they were not themselves, since they did not

yet exist.

Perhaps someone will say,“When you say that other human beings ‘were’ in

Adam, this ‘being’ is like nothing. It’s inconsequential. It should not even be

called ‘being’.”Well, then, let him say that the being by which Christ was in

Abraham according to his seed, and in David, and in the other fathers, was

nothing or empty or false. Let him say this of the being by which all things

that are from seed were in their seeds. Let him say that God made nothing
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when he first made in their seeds all the things that are reproduced from seed.

If truly this did not exist, the things we see existing would not exist; let him

then say that this is nothing, that it is something empty. For if it is not true that

the things nature reproduces from seeds first exist in those seeds, those things

would not in any way be from those seeds. Now it is the height of foolishness

to say these things, and so the being by which all other human beings were in

Adam was not false or empty but true and solid; and when God made them

to be in Adam, what he made was not something inconsequential. Nonethe-

less, as I have said, in Adam they were not distinct from Adam, and therefore

they existed in quite a different way from how they exist in themselves.

Now although it is incontestable that they all existed in Adam, only the Vir-

gin’s son was in Adam in a very different way from the others. All the others

were in Adam in such a way that they would be from him by means of the re-

productive nature that had been subjected to his power and will, whereas

Christ alone was not in Adam in such a way that he would come to be from

Adam by means of his nature or will. For in the case of all the others, it had

been given to Adam at the time of his sin to be both the one from whom they

were to come and the one from whom they would exist; but in the case of

Christ it had been given to Adam to be the one from whom he was to come

but not to be the one from whom he would exist—for it was not in Adam’s

power that Christ should be propagated from him.Nor was it in Adam’s power

that he should come to exist from some other being, or from nothing. It was

not, therefore, up to Adam that Christ should exist in any way, since it was not

in the power of Adam’s nature or of his will that Christ should exist in any

way. Nonetheless, there was in Adam the nature from which Christ would be

propagated—though by God’s power, not Adam’s. For although will had sown

the seed and nature had given it growth in our ancestors up to the Virgin

Mother, so that the Virgin herself was brought into being from Adam by an

order partly natural and partly voluntary, just as everyone else was, in her no

creaturely will sowed her offspring, and no nature gave it growth. Rather,“the

Holy Spirit” and “the power of the Most High”43 miraculously propagated a

man from a virgin woman. Therefore, in the case of all others, it was in

Adam—that is, in his power—that they should exist from him; but in the case

of Christ, it was not in Adam that he should exist in any way, just as it was not

in the dust from which the first man was made that he should exist miracu-

lously from the dust, and just as it was not in the man that Eve should exist

from him in the way in which she was made. But neither was it in any of those

from Adam to Mary in whom he existed that he should exist.And yet he did

exist in them, because that from which he was going to be assumed existed in
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them—in the same way that Adam existed in the dust from which the first

human being was made, and Eve existed in the man from whom she was

made: not by any creature’s will or power, but by divine power alone.Yet his

coming into being sprang from a greater and more miraculous grace, since

they were mere human beings, but he was the God-man. And so he was in

Adam at the time of Adam’s sin in a very different way from those who were

procreated according to the voluntary and natural order. Therefore, in a cer-

tain way Adam makes those who are procreated when human will sows the

seed and nature gives them growth, through the power that will and nature

have received; but it is God alone who made this man, even though he is from

Adam, because he did not come to be through Adam but through himself, as

though from himself.

What, therefore, would be more fitting for displaying the great goodness of

God and the fullness of the grace that he granted to Adam, than that those

whose being was in Adam’s power, so that through him they would be what

he was naturally, should likewise be under the sway of his free choice, so that

he would propagate them to be such as he was himself in his justice and hap-

piness? Therefore, this was granted to him.Yet although he had been placed

on such a pinnacle of grace, he spontaneously abandoned the goods that he

had received for the purpose of preserving them both for himself and for

them; and for that reason his children lost what their father took away from

them by not preserving it, although he could have given it to them simply by

preserving it himself. This seems to me to be a sufficient reason—provided

that we pay heed to pure justice itself, leaving aside our own wills, which so

often seriously hinder the mind from understanding rectitude—why the sin

and evils of Adam pass to infants. But I shall say a few words about how, in my

view, that sin passes to them.

As I have said, there is sin from the nature and sin from the person. That

which is from the person can be called ‘personal’, whereas that which is from

the nature can be called ‘natural’ but is usually called ‘original’.And just as per-

sonal sin is transmitted to the nature, so too natural sin is transmitted to the

person, in the following way.Adam’s nature required him to eat; it was created

to require this. But his eating from the forbidden tree came not from his nat-

ural will but from his personal will—that is, from his own will.Yet what the

person did, he did not do without the nature. For the person was what was

called ‘Adam’; the nature was what was called ‘human being’. Therefore, the

person made the nature sinful, since when Adam sinned, human being sinned.

It was not because he was a human being that he was driven to the presump-

tion of eating the forbidden fruit; rather, he was drawn to it by his own will—

a will that the nature did not require, but to which the person gave birth.

What takes place in infants is like this, only in the other direction. Indeed,

what caused them to lack the justice they ought to have was not their 
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personal will, as was the case with Adam, but the natural deficiency that the

nature itself has received from Adam. For there was nothing of human nature

that was outside Adam; in him human nature was stripped of the justice that

it had possessed, and it always lacks justice unless it receives help. It is for this

reason—because the nature subsists in persons and persons do not exist with-

out the nature—that the nature makes the persons of infants sinful. In this

way, a person deprived the nature of the good of justice that it had possessed

in Adam, and the nature, having become deficient, makes all the persons

whom it procreates from itself to be sinful and unjust in virtue of that same

deficiency. In this way the personal sin of Adam is transmitted to all those who

are propagated naturally from him, and in them it is original or natural sin.

But clearly there is a great distance between Adam’s sin and theirs, since he

sinned by his own will, whereas they sin by the natural necessity that Adam’s

own and personal will earned for them.Yet although no one will doubt that

unequal sins are not punished equally, the condemnation for original sin is like

that for personal sin in this respect: no one is admitted into the kingdom of

God, for which human beings were made, except through the death of Christ,

for only the death of Christ pays back what is owed on account of Adam’s sin.

Nevertheless, not everyone earns equal torment in hell. For after the day of

judgment every angel and every human being will be either in the kingdom

of God or in hell. So in this way it is true both that the sin of infants is less

than Adam’s sin, and yet that no one is saved apart from that universal recom-

pense by which sin both great and small is forgiven. Now why there is no rec-

ompense apart from that death, and how through that death there is salvation

for human beings, I have investigated and explained in the aforementioned

book, so far as God granted it to me.

Chapter 24

That the sins of ancestors after Adam are not counted in the 

original sin of their descendants

Now I do not hold that the sins of one’s more immediate ancestors belong to

original sin. Certainly if Adam had not had the power to pass along his own

justice to those whom he was going to generate, there is no way he could have

transmitted his own injustice to them. So, given that no one after Adam has

had the power to preserve his own justice for his children, I see no reason why

the sins of more immediate ancestors should be imputed to the souls of their

descendants. Furthermore, no one doubts that infants do not preserve recti-

tude of will for the sake of rectitude itself. In this respect, therefore, they are

all equally unjust, since they have none of the justice that every human being

ought to have. This absence of justice passes to all of them from Adam, in

whom human nature deprived itself of this justice. For even if in Adam some
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justice remained in human nature, so that it was able to preserve an upright

will in some matters, it was at any rate deprived of the gift by which it could

conserve justice for itself for the benefit of its posterity; thus it cannot repro-

duce itself in any of them with any justice at all. Indeed, human nature could

not take away from itself in infants anything more than all justice and the hap-

piness that is not given to anyone who lacks any of the justice that is owed.

And it does not seem possible that the injustice of one’s more immediate an-

cestors can increase this absence of justice, than which no greater deprivation

can pass to infants from Adam’s sin. For where there is no justice, no justice

can be taken away. But where justice cannot be taken away, no injustice can

be added. Therefore, unjust parents cannot add any injustice to their infants

beyond the absence of justice I have already described. On the other hand,

where there is no justice, nothing prevents justice from being added. There-

fore, if unjust parents are said to add some injustice to their infants, it seems

more probable and more possible that just parents can give some justice to

their infants. If that happens, the children of the just possess some justice. But

if that is the case, they suffer less severe condemnation than the children of the

unjust if they die unbaptized; or if they are saved, they are among the elect be-

cause of some antecedent merit of their own. But the Apostle Paul denies this

in the passage where he uses the example of Jacob and Esau to prove that no

one is saved except by grace that precedes any merits.44 And so since just par-

ents do not bestow justice on their children before baptism, neither do unjust

parents add injustice to their children.

But someone might say, “Unjust parents do not add any injustice to their

children, from whom they cannot take away any justice. But they do make

more serious the original injustice that their children possess from Adam.

Therefore, the just also make original injustice less severe in their children.

Hence, given that the children of the just are less unjust than the children of

the unjust, they deserve less condemnation.” If someone has the nerve to say

this and can show that it is true, let him say it. I am not so daring, since I see

the children of both the just and the unjust being chosen for the grace of bap-

tism and being rejected from it. And if someone does say this, he will not be

able to prove it. In fact, someone is more just than another just person only if

by his will he either pursues or avoids more strongly what he ought to; simi-

larly, someone is more unjust than another unjust person only if he either loves

or spurns more strongly what he ought not. Therefore, if it cannot be shown

that as soon as infants have souls, one wills more or less strongly what he ought

or ought not than does some other, no one can prove that one infant is born

more or less just than any other. Therefore, it does not seem that the just by
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means of their own justice make original injustice less serious in their chil-

dren; and equally, it does not seem that the unjust by means of their own in-

justice make original injustice more serious in their children. Therefore, if

unjust parents cannot by their own sin increase original sin in their children,

either in number or in severity, it seems to me that the sins of parents after

Adam are not counted in the original sin of infants.

I do not deny that many great benefits of both body and soul are imparted

to children on account of the good deserts of their parents, and that because

of the sins of their parents, children and grandchildren are tormented in this

life by various trials “unto the third and fourth generation,”45 and perhaps fur-

ther, and that they lose goods even in their souls that might have come to

them from their parents if they had been just. (It would require too much

space to offer examples here.) But I say that original sin is equal in all natu-

rally conceived infants, just as Adam’s sin, which is the cause of their being

born in original sin, belongs to all of them equally.

Chapter 25

How the parents’ sins harm their children’s souls

Yet if in fact the parents’ sins sometimes harm their children’s souls, I think this

happens, not because God imputes those sins to the children, or because he

leads them into46 certain misdeeds on account of their parents, but rather be-

cause he sometimes leaves the children of the unjust in their sins because of

their parents’ merits, just as he often rescues the children of the just from their

sins because of their parents’ merits. No one, after all, is free from sin unless

God sets him free. For that reason, when God does not set someone free, he

is said to “lead him into” sin, and when he does not soften someone, he is said

to “harden”47 him. It does in fact seem rather more reasonable that on account

of the parents God should leave a sinful soul, to which he owes nothing but

punishment, in its sins so that it should be punished for them, than that he

should burden such a soul with someone else’s sins and torment him for those.

Therefore, there is no contradiction in saying, on the one hand, that original

sin is the same in all, that “the son will not bear the iniquity of the father”48
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and “everyone will bear his own burden,”49 that each will receive “according

to his deeds” in the body, “whether good or evil,”50 and also, on the other

hand, that God visits the sins of the parents on the children “unto the third

and fourth generation” (even if this happens in the soul) and whatever else we

read that seems to indicate that the sins of the parents harm the souls of their

children. Indeed, the soul of the child does not die for its father’s sin, but for

its own; nor does anyone bear “the iniquity of his father,” but his own iniq-

uity, when he is left in his own sins; no one bears anyone’s burden but his own,

and no one receives according to his father’s deeds, but according to his own

deeds in the body.Yet, since it is because of his parents’ sins that he is not set

free from his own evils, the evils that he bears are imputed to his parents’ sins.

Chapter 26

How, nevertheless, no one bears the sin of his father, but his own sin

Now if someone objects that all who are not saved by faith, which is in Christ,

bear the iniquity and burden of Adam—meaning by this to prove that either

infants should likewise bear the iniquities of their other ancestors or else they

should not bear Adam’s—let him pay close attention to the fact that infants

do not in fact bear Adam’s sin, but their own. Adam’s sin was one thing and

the sin of infants is another, since they differ in the way I have explained.Adam’s

sin was the cause; the sin of infants is the effect.Adam lacked the required jus-

tice not because anyone else abandoned it but because he abandoned it; in-

fants lack it, not because they themselves left it behind, but because someone

else left it behind. So Adam’s sin is not the same as the sin of infants.And when

the Apostle says, in the passage I quoted above, that “death reigned from Adam

to Moses even over those who did not sin in the likeness of the transgression

of Adam,” he makes it quite clear that the sin of infants is something other

than the sin of Adam, just as he indicates that their sin is less than his.

It follows, then, that when an infant is damned on account of original sin,

he is damned on account of his own sin and not Adam’s. For if he did not have

sin of his own, he would not be damned. In this way, therefore, he bears his

own iniquity and not Adam’s, even though he is said to bear Adam’s iniquity

on the grounds that the iniquity of Adam’s sin was the cause of the infant’s.

Now this cause of infants’ being born in sin was in Adam; it is not in their

other ancestors, for in them (as I have explained) human nature does not have

the power to reproduce just children. Hence it does not follow that there is
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sin in infants because of the sin of their other ancestors, as it does follow that

there is sin in infants because of Adam’s sin.

Chapter 27

What original sin is, and that it is equal in all

I therefore understand original sin to be nothing other than the sin that is in

an infant as soon as it has a rational soul, no matter what might have taken

place in the body before it was ensouled (some corruption of its members, for

example) or what might happen in the future in either the soul or the body.

For the reasons given above, I think this original sin is the same in all natu-

rally propagated infants, and that all who die in it alone are equally damned.

Any sin that is added to original sin in a human being is personal sin; and just

as a person is born sinful because of the nature, so too the nature is made more

sinful by a person, since when any person sins, human being sins.

I cannot understand this sin that I call ‘original’ to be anything else in infants

but the deprivation of required justice that I discussed above, which was

brought about by Adam’s disobedience.As a result of his disobedience, all are

children of wrath;51 for the spontaneous* abandonment of justice that human

nature committed in Adam accuses the nature, and the inability to recover jus-

tice does not (as I have explained) excuse persons. This deprivation of justice

is accompanied by deprivation of happiness, so that just as they are without

any justice, so too are they without any happiness. Because of these two dep-

rivations they are banished into exile in this life, and unless they are protected

by divine governance, they are constantly exposed to sins and miseries that be-

fall them at every point and attack them from every direction.

Chapter 28

Against those who do not think infants should be damned

There are some whose minds are unwilling to accept that infants who die un-

baptized ought to be damned solely on account of this injustice of which I

have spoken, since no human being judges that they deserve to be blamed for

some other person’s sin, and because infants are not yet just and capable of

understanding at that age; and they do not think that God should judge inno-

cent children more strictly than human beings would judge them.What needs

to be said to them is that the way God ought to treat infants is different from

the way human beings ought to treat them. A human being ought not to
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demand from a nature what he himself did not give and what is not owed to

him; nor does one human being justly accuse another for being born with a

fault with which he was born himself, and from which he is cleansed only

through someone else. God, by contrast, rightly demands from a nature what

he gave that nature, and what is justly owed to him.

But even this judgment by which infants are damned is not, if one thinks it

over, very far removed from the judgment of human beings. Suppose a man

and his wife who have been promoted to some great dignity and possession,

not by their own merit but by grace alone, together commit some serious

crime for which there is no excuse, and because of this crime they are justly

dispossessed and reduced to servitude.Who would say that the children they

have after their condemnation do not deserve to be subjected to servitude as

well, but rather should by grace be restored to those good things that their

parents justly lost? This is how things stand with our first parents and the chil-

dren whom they had in that exile from happiness and into misery to which

they had been justly condemned on account of their own fault.And so simi-

lar judgments should be made about these similar cases, except that the

judgment about the latter case should be stricter to the extent that their

wrongdoing can be shown to be more indefensible.

Finally, every human being is either saved or damned. Everyone who is saved

is admitted into the kingdom of heaven, and everyone who is damned is shut

out. Whoever is admitted is made like the angels, in whom there never was

and never will be any sin; and that cannot take place as long as there is any

stain of sin in him. And so it is impossible for any human being to be saved

with any sin, however small. Hence, if what I have called original sin is any

sort of sin, it is necessary that every human being born in original sin is

damned unless that sin is forgiven.

Chapter 29

In what way their inability to have justice excuses them after baptism

I have said that the inability to have justice does not excuse the injustice of in-

fants. So perhaps someone will ask, “If there is sin—that is, injustice—in an

infant before baptism, and it is not excused because of the infant’s inability to

have justice, as you claim, and if the only sin forgiven in baptism is the sin that

was present before baptism, then, given that after baptism the infant is still

without justice for as long as it remains an infant, and is not capable of under-

standing the justice it ought to preserve (assuming that justice is indeed recti-

tude of will preserved for its own sake), how is the infant not unjust even after

it has been baptized? Therefore, if a baptized infant dies in infancy but not im-

mediately after baptism, when it does not yet know how to repent, it departs
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from this life unjust, even as it would have done before baptism, because it

does not have the required justice and its inability to have justice does not ex-

cuse it; nor is it admitted to the kingdom of God, into which no unjust per-

son is welcomed. The Catholic Church does not accept this. But if an infant

is forgiven in baptism for a sin that will be committed later in infancy, why

not also for those sins that it will commit in later life?”

My answer is that in baptism the sins that existed before baptism are com-

pletely wiped out. For this reason, the original inability to possess justice is not

imputed as sin to those who have already been baptized, as it was before.

Therefore, just as before baptism this inability could not excuse the absence of

justice because that inability was culpable, so also after baptism that inability

completely excuses the absence of justice, since the inability remains but is no

longer culpable. This is how it happens that the justice that infants owed be-

fore baptism, without anything to excuse them, is not demanded from them

as something required once they have been baptized. So as long as it is solely

because of that original inability that they do not possess justice, they are not

unjust, since there is no absence of required justice in them. For something is

not required if it is impossible and not at all culpable. So if they die in this

state, they are not damned, because they are not unjust. Instead, through the

justice of Christ, who gave himself on their behalf, and through the justice of

the faith of their mother the Church, which believes on their behalf, they are

saved as though they were just.

I have offered this brief account of original sin so far as my own understand-

ing permits, more by way of exploration than assertion, until God reveals a

better account to me in some way. But if anyone has come to a different view,

I will reject no one’s opinion if it can be proved true.
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ON THE HARMONY OF GOD’S FOREKNOWLEDGE,
PREDESTINATION, AND GRACE WITH FREE CHOICE

(DE CONCORDIA)

I SHALL TRY, with God’s help, to set forth in writing what God sees fit to show

me concerning those three questions about the apparent incompatibility be-

tween free choice and God’s foreknowledge, predestination, and grace.

Question 1: On foreknowledge and free choice

1.1 Certainly God’s foreknowledge seems to be incompatible with free

choice, since it is necessary that the things God foreknows are going to be,

whereas things done by free choice do not result from any necessity. And if

they are in fact incompatible, it is impossible that God’s foreknowledge, which

foresees all things, coexists1 with something’s happening through free choice.

If that impossibility can be shown not to exist, however, the apparent incom-

patibility is completely eliminated. Let us therefore suppose that both divine

foreknowledge (which seems to imply that all future things are necessary) and

free choice (by which, supposedly, many things come about without any

necessity) exist, and see whether it is impossible that they coexist. If it is im-

possible, something else that is impossible will result from it. (For what is im-

possible is something such that, if one assumes it, something else impossible

follows.) Now if some future thing is going to be without necessity, God fore-

knows it, since he foreknows all future things. But what God foreknows is,

necessarily, going to be just as he foreknows it. Therefore, it is necessary that

some future thing is going to be without necessity. So to anyone who under-

stands this correctly, the foreknowledge that entails necessity does not in any

way appear to be incompatible with the freedom of choice that eliminates ne-

cessity: for it is necessary that what God foreknows is going to be, and God

foreknows that something is going to be without any necessity.

But you will reply: “You are still not eliminating the necessity either that I

sin or that I do not sin.After all, God foreknows that I will sin, or else that I will
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not sin, and so it is necessary that I sin, if in fact I do sin, or else it is necessary

that I do not sin, if in fact I do not sin.” To this I reply that you should not

say,“God foreknows that I will sin or not sin, period,” but rather, “God fore-

knows that I will sin or not sin without necessity.” That way it follows that

whether you sin or do not sin, either outcome will happen without necessity,

since God foreknows that what will happen is going to come about without

necessity. So do you see that it is not impossible for God’s foreknowledge,

which is the basis for our saying that the future things God foreknows are nec-

essary, to coexist with free choice, through which many things come about

without necessity? For if it is impossible, something impossible follows from

it. But nothing impossible follows from this.

Perhaps you will say,“Your claim that it is necessary that I will sin or not sin

without necessity, because God foreknows this, does not assuage my worries

about this necessity. Necessity seems to imply compulsion or constraint. So if

it is necessary that I sin through my will, I understand this as meaning that I

am compelled by some hidden power to will to sin; and if I do not sin, that I

am constrained from willing to sin. For that reason it seems to me that if I sin,

I sin by necessity, and if I do not sin, it is by necessity that I do not sin.”

1.2 I say that it is important to realize that we often say something is neces-

sary that is not compelled by any power, and that something is necessarily not

the case that is not eliminated by any constraint. For example, we say that it is

necessary for God to be immortal and that it is necessary for God not to be

unjust. This is not because there is some power that compels God to be im-

mortal or prevents him from being unjust, but because nothing can bring it

about that he is not immortal or that he is unjust. And so, when I say, “It is

necessary that you will sin or not sin by your will alone, just as God fore-

knows,” this should not be taken to mean that something is preventing your

will from being what it will not be or compelling your will to be what it will

be. For indeed God, who foresees that something is going to be from the 

will alone, foreknows the very fact that the will is not compelled or con-

strained by any other thing, and thus that what is done by the will is done

freely. Therefore, I think that if these matters are considered attentively, there

is no inconsistency that would prevent God’s foreknowledge from coexisting

with freedom of choice.

Moreover, if one carefully considers the meaning of the word, merely by say-

ing that something is foreknown, one is stating that it is going to be. For only

what is going to be is foreknown, since only what is true can be known. So

when I say that if God foreknows something, it is necessary that it is going to

be, that is the same as saying that if it will be, it will be by necessity. But that

necessity does not compel or constrain anything to be or not to be. It is be-

cause something is posited as existing that its existence is said to be necessary,
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and because something is posited as not existing that its non-existence is said

to be necessary: not because necessity compels or constrains it to be or not to

be. For when I say,“If it will be, it will be by necessity,” the necessity here does

not precede the positing of the thing, but follows from it. The same is true of

“What will be, will be by necessity.” For this necessity simply means that what

will be cannot at the same time not be.

But it is equally true that something was and is and will be not from neces-

sity, and that it is necessary that everything that was was, that everything that

is is, and that everything that will be will be. For a thing’s being past is not the

same as a past thing’s being past, and a thing’s being present is not the same as

a present thing’s being present, and a thing’s being future is not the same as a

future thing’s being future—just as a thing’s being white is not the same as a

white thing’s being white. After all, a board is not always necessarily white,

since before it was made white, it was able not to be made white; and once it

is white, it can be made not-white.And yet it is always necessary that a white

board be white, since neither before it is white nor after it is white can it be

made to be both white and not-white at the same time. Similarly, a thing is

not by necessity present, since before it was present, it was possible that it not

become present; and once it is present, it can become not-present.Yet it is nec-

essary that a present thing always be present, since neither before it is present

nor after it is present can it be both present and not-present at the same time.

In the same way, a given thing (say, an action) is not by necessity something

future, since before it is, things can turn out in such a way that it is not going

to be in the future.Yet it is necessary that what will be in the future will be in

the future, since what is future cannot at the same time not be future.And sim-

ilar things are true about what is past. A given thing is not by necessity past,

since before it was, it was possible for it not to be; but it is necessary that what

is past is always past, since what is past cannot at the same time not be past.

But a past thing is different in one respect from a present or future thing: it

can never come about that something that is past becomes not-past, in the way

that something that is present can become not-present, and something that is

not by necessity future can become not-future.

And so when a future thing is said to be future, what is said is necessary, since

a future thing is never not-future—as happens whenever we say of any x that

it is x.2 For when we say “Every human being is a human being” or “If he is

a human being, he is a human being” or “Every white thing is white” or “If

it is white, it is white,” what is said is necessary, since something cannot be and

not be at the same time. In fact, if it is not necessary that every future thing



be future, some future thing is not future, which is impossible. Therefore, by

necessity every future thing is future, and by necessity if something is future,

it is future; for ‘future’ is being said of something future. But this is by subse-

quent necessity, which does not compel anything to be.

1.3 But when it is said that some thing is going to be in the future, the thing

is not always by necessity, even though it is going to be in the future. For if I

say “Tomorrow there will be a rebellion among the people,” the rebellion will

nevertheless not be by necessity. For before the rebellion takes place, it is pos-

sible for things to turn out such that it does not take place, even though it will

in fact take place.Yet it is sometimes the case that a thing that is said to be fu-

ture is by necessity: for example, if I say “Tomorrow there will be a sunrise.”

Therefore, if I say with necessity that some future thing is future, this is either

in the way in which tomorrow’s future rebellion is by necessity future or else

in the way in which tomorrow’s future sunrise is by necessity future. But the

rebellion, which will not be by necessity, is said to be future only by subse-

quent necessity, because this is a case of saying of a future thing that it is future.

For if tomorrow’s rebellion is future, it is by necessity future. Tomorrow’s sun-

rise, by contrast, is understood to be future in accordance with two necessities:

both antecedent necessity, which brings it about that a thing exists (for the fact

that its future existence is necessary accounts for why it will exist), and subse-

quent necessity, which does not compel anything to be (for the fact that it is

future is what accounts for its being future by necessity). Hence, when we say

that it is necessary that what God foreknows to be future is future, we are not

always claiming that the thing is by necessity future, but that a future thing is

by necessity future. After all, it cannot be future and not future at the same

time. If we say simply “If God foreknows something,” without adding ‘future’,

the meaning is the same, since ‘foreknow’ implies ‘future’.To foreknow is sim-

ply to know something future, and so if God foreknows something, it must be

future. Therefore, it does not always follow from God’s foreknowledge that a

thing is by necessity future, since although God does foreknow all future

things, he does not foreknow all future things by necessity; instead, he fore-

knows some future things on the basis of the free will of a rational creature.

Moreover, it is important to note that, just as it is not necessary for God to

will what he wills, so too it is not necessary in many instances for human be-

ings to will what they will.And just as it is necessary that whatever God wills

is the case, so too it is necessary that whatever human beings will is the case—

in those matters that God has made subject to human will, so that if they will

something, it comes about, and if they do not will it, it does not come about.

For since what God wills cannot not be, it follows that when God wills that

a human will not be compelled or constrained by any necessity to will or not

to will, and that its effect follow the will, it is necessary that the human will is
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free and that what it wills is the case. In such a case, therefore, it is true that a

sinful deed that a human being wills to perform comes about by necessity,

even though he does not will by necessity. Now if you ask whether the sin of

the will itself, when it sins by willing, is by necessity, the right response is that

just as the will does not will by necessity, so also there is not a sin on the part

of the will by necessity. Nor does that will act by necessity—for if it did not

will spontaneously,* it would not be acting—even though, as I just said above,

it is necessary that what it does comes about. For given that in this case its sin-

ning is nothing other than its willing what it ought not, the will’s sin is not

necessary in just the same way that its willing is not necessary. Nonetheless, it

is true that if a human being wills to sin, it is necessary that he sins—but in

accordance with the necessity that I said above neither compels nor constrains.

And so a free will (1) is able not to will what it wills but also (2) is unable

not to will what it wills and (3) necessarily wills what it wills. For, given that

it is free, (1) before it wills, it is able not to will. But (2) once it is willing, it is

unable not to will; rather, (3) its willing is necessary, since it is impossible for

it both to will and not to will the same thing at the same time. By contrast,

since it has been granted to the will that what it wills is the case and what it

does not will is not the case, the will’s deed is voluntary or spontaneous, since

it is brought about by a spontaneous will, and yet it is necessary in two ways:

both because it is compelled by the will to come about, and because what

comes about cannot at the same time not come about. But the freedom of the

will is what brings about these two necessities, since before they exist, the will

can avoid them. God, who knows all and only truth, sees all these things as 

either spontaneous or necessary; and as he sees them, so they are.

On this basis it is clear that there is no incompatibility at all between God’s

foreknowing all things and there being many things that are done by free will.

Things that are done by free will are such that before they are, it can turn out

that they never are; and yet they are in a certain sense by necessity—a neces-

sity that, as I have said, derives from free will.

1.4 There is another way to see that not everything God foreknows is by ne-

cessity, but rather that some things come about through the freedom of the

will. For when God wills or does something—whether we say this according

to the unchangeable present of eternity in which nothing is past or future, but

all things are at once without any motion (as when we say, not that he has

willed or is going to will, or has done or is going to do, but simply that he

wills or does), or according to time (as when we say that he is going to will

or is going to do what we know he has not yet done)—it cannot be denied

that he knows what he wills and does, or that he foreknows what he is going

to will and is going to do. So if God’s knowing or foreknowing imposes

necessity on all the things he knows or foreknows, it follows that there is
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nothing he does or wills freely, whether according to eternity or according to

some time, but that he wills and does all things by necessity. Given that it is

absurd even to entertain such a thought, it is not true that whatever God

knows or foreknows to be is necessarily the case, or that whatever God knows

or foreknows not to be is necessarily not the case. So there is nothing to pre-

vent his knowing or foreknowing that something in our wills and actions is

done or will exist through free choice, so that even though it is necessary for

what he knows or foreknows to exist, there are many things that exist not by

any necessity, but instead by free will, as I showed above.

Indeed, why would it be surprising that in this way something is a result of

freedom and is also by necessity, given that there are many things that take on

opposite descriptions when considered in different ways? After all, what could

be more opposite than going toward and going away from? And yet we see

that when someone goes from one place to another, the very same going is

both a going toward and a going away from; he goes away from one place and

goes toward another place. Similarly, suppose we observe the sun beneath a

certain point of the heavens, as it hastens toward this same point while always

illuminating the heavens.We see that the place from which it is drawing away

is the same place to which it is approaching, and it unceasingly draws near the

very place from which it is at the same time departing. It is also evident to

those who understand the sun’s course that if we observe the heavens, the sun

always moves from west to east; but if we instead pay attention to the earth,

the sun always moves from east to west.And thus the sun always moves oppo-

site to the firmament, though it also moves with the firmament, though more

slowly; and the same movement is observed in the case of all the planets. In

this way, then, no inconsistency arises if (in keeping with the arguments given

above) we say that something is future by necessity, given that it is future, and

also that the very same thing is not compelled by any necessity to be future—

except by that necessity that is brought about by free will, as I said above.

1.5 Now someone might try to use what Job says to God about human

beings—“You have fixed their limits, which cannot be transgressed”3—to

argue that no one has ever been able to hasten or delay the day of his death,

even though we might think that someone acts by free will in a way that

brings about his own death. But that is no objection to what we said above.

For because God does not err and sees nothing but truth, whether that truth

comes about by freedom or by necessity, something is said to be immutably

fixed with regard to him that, with regard to human beings, is subject to

change up until it happens. This is also the sort of thing the Apostle Paul says
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concerning those who “according to God’s purpose”4 are “called to be

saints”:5 “Those whom he foreknew, he also predestined to be conformed to

the image of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers.

Now those whom he predestined, he also called.And those whom he called,

he also justified. Now those whom he justified, he also glorified.”6 Indeed, this

purpose according to which they are called to be saints is immutable in eter-

nity, in which there is neither past nor future but only present. But in the

human beings themselves it is sometimes mutable because of freedom of

choice. For in eternity it is not the case that something was or will be, but only

that it is; nonetheless—and without any inconsistency—in time something

was or will be.And in just the same way, something that in eternity cannot be

changed is proved, without any inconsistency, to be changeable in time until

it exists, thanks to free will. Now although in eternity there is only a present,

it is not a temporal present like ours, but an eternal present that encompasses

all times. Just as every place, and those things that are in any place, are con-

tained in the present time, so too every time, and those things that are at any

time, are enclosed all at once in the eternal present. So even though the Apos-

tle says that God “foreknew,”“predestined,”“called,”“justified,” and “glorified”

his saints, none of these is earlier or later in God; rather, they are to be under-

stood as existing all at once in the eternal present. For his eternity does have

its “all at once,” which contains all those things that exist together in one place

or one time, as well as all those that exist in diverse places or times.

And in order to make it clear that he was not using those verbs with a tem-

poral signification, the Apostle used past-tense verbs to describe things that are

still in the future. For God has not yet in time “called,” “justified,” or “glori-

fied” those whom he foreknew who have yet to be born.Thus we can see that

the Apostle used past-tense verbs for lack of a verb-tense that signifies the eter-

nal present, because things that are temporally past are completely immutable,

much as the eternal present is. In fact, in this respect temporally past things are

more like things in the eternal present than temporally present things are, since

things in the eternal present can never not be present, just as temporally past

things can never not be past, whereas all temporally present things that pass

away come to be not present.

It is in this way, therefore, that Holy Scripture speaks of things that come

about by free choice as necessary. It is speaking in terms of eternity, in which

everything that is true, and only what is true, is unchangeably present. It is not

speaking in terms of time, in which our wills and our actions do not always
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exist—and just as, so long as they do not exist, it is not necessary that they

exist, so too it is often not necessary that they ever exist. For example, I am

not always writing or willing to write; and just as, while I am not writing or

willing to write, it is not necessary that I write or will to write, so too it is in

no way necessary that I ever write or will to write.

Now since we have discerned that a thing exists differently in time from how

it exists in eternity, so that it is sometimes true that something does not exist

in time that does exist in eternity, and that its existence is past in time but not

past in eternity or future in time but not future in eternity, there does not

seem to be any reason to deny that in the same way something can be muta-

ble in time that is immutable in eternity. Indeed, there is no more opposition

between being mutable in time and being immutable in eternity than there is

between not existing at a given time and always existing in eternity, or be-

tween having existed or being yet to exist in time and not having existed or

not being yet to exist in eternity. For I am not saying that something never

exists in time that always exists in eternity, but merely that it does not exist at

some time. For example, I am not saying that what I will do tomorrow—

which always exists in eternity—does not exist at any time; I am merely deny-

ing that it exists today. And when we deny that something was or will be in

eternity that was or will be in time, we are not claiming that what was or will

be in time does not exist in any way in eternity.We are simply saying that it

does not exist in eternity in a past or future way; rather, it exists there unceas-

ingly in its own present way. And there does not appear to be any danger of

inconsistency in these statements. In this way, then, there is no contradiction

involved in saying that something is mutable in time until it exists but abides

immutably in eternity—not before it exists or after it exists, but unceasingly,

because nothing exists in eternity according to time. For the very fact that

something exists temporally, and that before it exists it is able not to exist,

exists there eternally, as I have already said. I think it is sufficiently clear from

what I have said that God’s foreknowledge is in no way incompatible with free

choice. The power of eternity, which encloses every time and everything that

exists at any time, accomplishes this.

1.6 But since we do not have free choice in all matters, it is important to in-

vestigate the extent and the nature of that freedom of choice that we believe

human beings always possess, and what choice itself is. For choice is not the

same thing as the freedom by which choice is called free.We talk about free-

dom and choice in many contexts. For example, we say that someone has the

freedom either to speak or to keep silent, and that it is up to his choice which

of the two he wills.And we often speak in similar ways of freedom and choice

that are not always present or are not necessary for the salvation of our souls.

The only question at issue now, however, concerns that choice and that
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freedom without which human beings cannot be saved, once they are able to

make use of them. For many people complain bitterly because they think free

choice has no influence on salvation or damnation and that the only thing that

matters is the necessity arising from God’s foreknowledge. Therefore, since

human beings, once they have reached the age of reason, are not saved apart

from their own justice, we need to examine the choice and the freedom that

are under discussion here, because they are the seat of justice.We must first ex-

plain justice, and then freedom and choice.

Now any justice, be it great or small, is rectitude of will preserved for its own

sake. And the freedom at issue here is the power to preserve rectitude of will

for the sake of that rectitude itself. I take myself to have established these defi-

nitions by evident arguments, the former in the treatise I composed On Truth

and the latter in the one I published On Freedom [of Choice]. In the latter I also

showed how this freedom exists naturally and inseparably in human beings,

even though they do not always employ it, and that it is so powerful that noth-

ing can take the aforesaid rectitude, that is, justice, away from a human being

who has it, so long as he wills to employ it. Now justice is not natural. Rather,

in the beginning it was separable both from the angels in heaven and from

human beings in paradise; and it remains separable in this life from those who

have it—not, however, by necessity, but by their own wills. But since it has

been established that the justice by which someone is just is the rectitude of

will of which I have spoken, and that rectitude is in someone only when he

wills what God wills him to will, it is evident that God cannot take that rec-

titude away from someone against that person’s will, since God cannot will

this. But neither can he will for someone who has it to abandon it unwillingly,

because of some necessity, for that would mean God was willing for someone

not to will what God wills for him to will, which is impossible. It follows,

therefore, that God wills that an upright will be free for the purpose of will-

ing rightly and preserving that very rectitude; and when a will has the power

to do what it wills, it acts freely in doing what it does.And from this we can

see quite clearly that it is possible for a will and its action to be free, consis-

tently with God’s foreknowledge, as was shown above.

Let us now offer an example of an upright (that is, a just) will, freedom of

choice, and choice itself, and how an upright will is tempted to abandon rec-

titude, and how it preserves rectitude by free choice. Suppose someone has a

settled intention to preserve truth, since he understands that it is right to love

the truth. Such a person already has an upright will and rectitude of will. But

the will is one thing, and the rectitude by which it is upright is another. Now

suppose someone else comes up to him and threatens him with death unless

he tells a lie.We see now that it is up to his choice whether he will abandon

life for the sake of rectitude of will or abandon rectitude of will for the sake

of life. This choice, which can also be called a judgment, is free, because the



reason by which he understands rectitude teaches that this rectitude ought

always to be preserved out of love for that rectitude itself, and that whatever

might be offered as an inducement to abandon rectitude should be held in

contempt, and because it is up to his will either to reject or to choose some-

thing in accordance with his reason’s understanding. For will and reason were

given to rational creatures principally for this purpose. So this person’s volun-

tary choice to abandon rectitude is not compelled by any necessity, even

though he is assaulted by the anguish of death. For although it is necessary that

he give up either life or rectitude, there is no necessity that determines which

he will preserve and which he will abandon. His will alone determines what

he will hold on to in this case; and where only the will’s selection holds sway,

the power of necessity does nothing. And since there is no necessity for him

to abandon the rectitude of will that he possesses, it is clear that he does not

lack freedom, the power to preserve rectitude. For this power is always free.

For this is the freedom that I have said is the power to preserve rectitude of

will for the sake of that rectitude itself. It is in virtue of this freedom that both

the choice and the will of a rational nature are said to be free.

1.7 Given that we believe that God foreknows or knows all things, it remains

for us to consider whether God’s knowledge is from things or things have

their being from his knowledge. For if God has his knowledge from things, it

follows that things are prior to God’s knowledge and thus are not from God,

since they cannot be from God unless they are from his knowledge. On the

other hand, if everything that exists has its being from God’s knowledge, God

is the culprit and instigator in all evil deeds, and therefore he does not act

justly in punishing the wicked—a conclusion we cannot support.

But in fact this question can be readily answered once we realize that the

good that is justice is genuinely something, whereas the evil that is injustice

lacks existence altogether. I showed this quite clearly in my treatise On the Fall

of the Devil and in the short work that I entitled On the Virginal Conception, and

On Original Sin. For injustice is not a quality or an action or any being; it is

merely the lack of the justice that ought to be present, and its only place is in

the will where justice ought to be. It is in virtue of this just or unjust will that

all rational natures and all their actions are called either just or unjust. Indeed,

every quality and every action and whatever has any being is from God, from

whom all justice and no injustice comes. So God brings about all things,

whether they are brought about by a just or an unjust will—that is, both good

and evil deeds. In the case of good deeds, he brings about both what they are

and their being good, whereas in evil deeds he brings about what they are, but

not their being evil. In every case, for a thing to be just or good is for that

thing to be something; but in no case does a thing’s being unjust or bad con-

sist in its being something. After all, to be good or just is to have justice, and
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having justice is something, whereas to be bad or unjust is to lack the justice

that something ought to have, and lacking justice is not something. So justice

is something and injustice is nothing, as I have said.

But there is another good, which is called ‘advantage’, the opposite of which

is the evil that we call ‘affliction’. This evil is in some cases nothing, as is true

of blindness; but in some cases it is something, as is true of pain.When this evil

is something, we do not deny that God brings it about, since he “brings about

peace and creates evil,”7 as we read. For God himself creates afflictions by

which he disciplines and purifies the just and punishes the unjust. So it is only

with respect to the evil that is injustice, by which something is called unjust,

that we are certain that evil is never something, and that in no case is a thing’s

being unjust its being something.And just as God does not bring about injus-

tice, so too he does not bring it about that something is unjust. Nonetheless,

he brings about all actions and all motions, since he brings about the things

by which and from which and through which and in which they come about,

and no thing has any power for willing or acting unless God gives it. More-

over, willing itself, which is sometimes just and sometimes unjust, is nothing

other than employing the will and the power of willing that God gives. Inso-

far as it has being, it is good and is from God.When it exists rightly, it is good

and just; when it does not exist rightly, it is bad and unjust solely in virtue of

not existing rightly. Now existing rightly is something, and it is from God; not

existing rightly is not something, and it is not from God. For when someone

uses a sword or his tongue or the power of speaking, the sword or tongue or

power of speaking is not one thing when it is used rightly but another when

it is used wrongly; and in the same way, the will that we use for willing (just

as we use reason for reasoning) is not one thing when someone uses it rightly

and another when he uses it wrongly.When the will is just, it is neither more

nor less what it essentially is than when it is unjust; and it is by the will that

either a substance or an action is called just or unjust.And so in all good wills

and good actions God brings about both what they essentially are and their

being good, whereas in evil wills and evil actions God does not bring about

their being evil, but only what they essentially are. For just as things have their

essence from God alone, so too they have rectitude from God alone.

Now the absence of this rectitude of which I am speaking—the absence that

is injustice—is found only in the will of a rational creature, which ought al-

ways to possess justice.Why, then, does a creature not always have the justice that

it ought always to have? And how does God bring about good things entirely

by his goodness but evil things entirely through the fault of human beings or
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the devil? And how does a human being do good things through his free choice

with the help of grace but evil through the operation of his own will alone?

And what part does God play in evil things, without being to blame for them,

and what part do human beings play in good things, so that they deserve praise

for them, in such a way that nevertheless the good things a human being does

ought clearly to be imputed to God and the bad things to the human being?

God will, I trust, grant that the answers will become clearer when we discuss

grace and free choice. For the moment I will simply say that the evil angel

lacks justice because he abandoned it and then was never given it back,

whereas a human being lacks it because he cast it away in his first parents and

then either was never given it back or received it and then rejected it.

I believe that, with the help of God’s grace, we have shown that it is not im-

possible for God’s foreknowledge to coexist with free choice, if one carefully

examines what we have said, and that no insuperable objection can be raised.

Question 2: On predestination and free choice

2.1 So, placing our hope in the one who has guided us this far, let us now un-

dertake to resolve the disharmony that appears to exist between predestina-

tion and free choice.As will become evident in what follows, we made a good

deal of progress on this score in our earlier discussion.

Predestination seems to be the same thing as preordination or predetermi-

nation. So when God is said to predestine something, we understand this to

mean that he preordains it: that is, he determines that it will happen in the fu-

ture. But what God determines will happen in the future seems to happen by

necessity; hence, it is necessary that whatever God predestines will happen.

Therefore, if God predestines the good and bad actions that are done, nothing

is done by free choice, but everything is a result of necessity. On the other

hand, if he predestines only good actions, only good actions come about by

necessity, and there is free choice only with respect to bad actions—which is

completely absurd. So it is not only good actions that God predestines. Now

if free choice does certain good deeds by which people become just apart

from predestination, God does not predestine all the good deeds that make

people just; hence, neither does God predestine the just themselves, who are

just through the deeds of free choice. Therefore, God did not foreknow them,

since “those whom he foreknew, he also predestined.”8 But it is false that God

did not foreknow some good deeds or some just people. It is not therefore just

any good deeds done by free choice alone that make people just, but only

those that God predestines. Therefore, if God predestines all things, and what-

ever is predestined is by necessity, then given that nothing done by free choice

comes about by necessity, it appears to follow that wherever predestination

8
Romans 8:29.
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holds sway, free choice is nothing; or if we stipulate that there is free choice in

some cases, predestination will disappear in those cases.

2.2 Before I answer the question, it is first important to see that predestina-

tion is not only of good things. We can also speak of predestination of bad

things, in the same way that God is said to bring about the bad things that he

does not in fact bring about, on the grounds that he permits them. For God

is said to “harden”9 someone when he does not soften him, and to “lead him

into temptation”10 when he does not set him free from temptation. So it is not

inappropriate if we say in this sense that God predestines the wicked and their

evil deeds when he does not rectify them and their evil deeds. But he is said

to foreknow and predestine the good in a stricter sense, because in them he

brings about both what they are and the fact that they are good, whereas in

the evil he brings about only what they are essentially, not the fact that they

are evil, as was said above.11 One should also be aware that just as foreknowl-

edge is not said properly* to be in God, neither is predestination, since for him

nothing is either before or after, but all things are present to him at once.

2.3 Let us now investigate whether certain things that will happen through free

choice can be predestined. Now to be sure, there is no room to doubt whether

there is some discrepancy between God’s foreknowledge and his predestina-

tion. On the contrary, as God foreknows, so too does he predestine. In the

question on foreknowledge, we came to recognize quite clearly that certain

future things that will be done through free choice are foreknown, without

any contradiction. Hence, evident truth and reason teach that certain future

things that will be done through free choice are likewise predestined, without

any inconsistency. For God neither foreknows nor predestines any future just

person by necessity. After all, someone who does not preserve justice by free

will does not have justice. So although things that are foreknown and things

that are predestined necessarily take place, nonetheless some things that are

predestined and foreknown do not come about by that necessity that precedes

a thing and brings it about, but by the necessity that follows a thing, as we said

above. Although God predestines these things, he does not bring them about

by compelling or restraining the will, but by leaving the will in its own power.

But although the will does employ its own power, it does not bring about any-

thing that God does not bring about: in the case of good things, by his grace;

in the case of bad things, not by his own fault but by the fault of the will.This

will become clearer when we discuss grace, as we have promised to do.
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Now there is no mistake in foreknowledge; God foreknows what is true in

just the way in which it will be, whether necessary or spontaneous. In the

same way, there is no change in predestination; God predestines in just the 

way something is in his foreknowledge.And just as what is foreknown is im-

mutable in eternity even though in time it is subject to change before it exists,

this is true too of everything included in God’s predestination.

So if one attends carefully to what we have said, it is clear that predestina-

tion does not rule out free choice and free choice is not opposed to predesti-

nation, since all the considerations by which we showed that free choice is not

incompatible with foreknowledge equally show that free choice is compatible

with predestination. Therefore, whenever something occurs through the ac-

tion of a spontaneous will, as when someone wrongs another and then is killed

by him in retaliation, those who complain,“This was foreknown and predes-

tined by God and so it was done by necessity and could not have turned out

otherwise,” are without justification. Indeed, neither the one who angered the

other by wronging him, nor the one who took revenge, acted by necessity.

Each acted by his will alone. For neither of them would have done what he

in fact did if he had not willed spontaneously.

Question 3: On grace and free choice

3.1 It now remains to investigate grace and free choice, with the help of that

same grace. This question arises because in some places Holy Scripture speaks

in such a way that it seems free choice is unavailing for salvation and grace

does everything, whereas in other places it speaks as if the whole of our salva-

tion rests on our own free will. Concerning grace the Lord says,“Without me

you can do nothing”12 and “No one comes to me unless my Father draws

him.”13 And the Apostle Paul says, “What do you have that you have not re-

ceived?”14 And he says of God,“He has mercy on whom he wills, and he hard-

ens whom he wills.”15 And “It is not of the one who wills or of the one who

runs, but of God who has mercy.”16 And we find many other passages that

seem to attribute our good works and our salvation to grace alone, apart from

free choice. Also, many claim to prove by experience that human beings are

never empowered with free choice of any kind. They observe that too many
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people to count put forth an enormous effort of body and mind but make no

progress at all because they are weighed down by some difficulty, or indeed

impossibility—or else they do make great progress but then suddenly fall away

with no hope of recovery.

On the other hand, that very same Scripture shows in the following way that

we do have free choice. God says through Isaiah,“If you are willing and listen

to me, you will eat the good things of the land.”17 And David says, “Who is

the one who wills life, who loves to see good days? Restrain your tongue from

evil, and let not your lips speak deceit. Turn away from evil and do good.”18

And the Lord says in the Gospel,“Come to me, all you who labor and are bur-

dened, and I will refresh you. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for

I am gentle and lowly of heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”19 And

there are many, indeed countless, other passages that seem to stimulate free

choice to act rightly and reproach it for failing to heed admonitions. Divine

authority would by no means do this if it did not recognize some freedom of

will in human beings.And there would be no basis on which God could justly

repay both the good and the wicked according to their deserts if no one did

anything good or wicked through free choice.

Therefore, since we find some statements in Holy Scripture that appear to

speak in favor of grace alone, and others that are thought to uphold free

choice alone apart from grace, there have been certain arrogant people who

have thought the whole efficacy of the virtues rests in freedom of choice

alone, and there are many in our own day who have given up all hope that

free choice is anything at all. And so our aim in this question is to show that

free choice coexists with grace and works together with it in many cases, just

as we have already found that free choice is compatible with foreknowledge

and predestination.

3.2 It is important to keep in mind that, as I said above, this question con-

cerns only the free choice without which no one merits salvation once he has

attained the age of reason; and similarly, it concerns only the grace without

which no human being is saved.20 For every creature exists by grace, since

every creature was created by grace; and by his grace God gives many good

things in this life without which a human being can be saved. To be sure, in

infants who die baptized before they can make use of their free choice, the

compatibility that we are looking for does not appear, since in them grace
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alone brings about their salvation without their free choice. It is, after all, by

grace that others are granted the will to come to the assistance of these chil-

dren by their own faith. So the compatibility of grace and free choice that we

are exploring needs to be shown only in the case of those who have attained

the age of reason, since our present question is applicable only to them.

Now there is no doubt that whoever among them is saved is saved on ac-

count of justice. For it is to the just that the promise of eternal life is made,

since “the just will live for ever, and their reward is with the Lord.”21 And sa-

cred authority shows in many places that justice is rectitude of will. One ex-

ample will suffice.When David said,“The Lord will not desert his people, and

he will not abandon his heritage, until justice is transformed into judgment,”22

in order to teach us what justice is, he added this question: “And who are in

accord with justice?” He replies, “All those who are upright in heart”:23 that

is, those who are upright in will. For although we believe and understand with

our heart just as we will with our heart, the Holy Spirit does not judge some-

one to have an upright heart if he believes or understands rightly but does not

will rightly; for such a person is not using his rectitude of faith and under-

standing for the purpose for which believing rightly and understanding rightly

were given to the rational creature, namely, for willing rightly. For that matter,

we should not even say that someone has an upright understanding if he does

not will rightly in accordance with it; and we should not say that someone has

anything other than a dead faith if he does not will to act rightly in accor-

dance with his faith, since faith is given for this purpose.24 We are therefore

correct to understand David as meaning “upright in will” when he says “up-

right in heart.” But to make sure that no one thinks the divine authority calls

someone just or upright when he upholds rectitude of will only for the sake

of something else, we say that justice is rectitude of will preserved for its own

sake. For someone who preserves rectitude of will only for the sake of some-

thing else does not love rectitude of will, but instead loves that for the sake of

which he preserves rectitude of will.And for that reason he does not deserve

to be called just, and such rectitude does not deserve the name of justice.

When we were discussing foreknowledge and free choice, we gave an exam-

ple that showed that the rectitude I call justice can coexist with free choice.

That example allows us to understand quite readily that the same holds true

in many other cases. Therefore, if we can show that no creature can attain this
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rectitude except through grace, the harmony between grace and free choice

in human salvation that we are seeking will be evident.

3.3 Now there is no doubt that a will wills rightly only because it is upright.

Vision is not acute because it sees acutely; rather, it sees acutely because it is

acute.And in the same way, a will is not upright because it wills rightly; rather,

it wills rightly because it is upright. And when it wills this rectitude, it un-

doubtedly is willing rightly. Therefore, it wills rectitude only because it is up-

right. But a will’s being upright is the same thing as its having rectitude. So it

is clear that it wills rectitude only because it has rectitude. I do not deny that

an upright will wills rectitude that it does not yet have, when it wills greater

rectitude than it has. But I do say that it cannot will any rectitude at all if it

does not have rectitude in virtue of which it wills rectitude.

Let us now examine whether anyone who does not have this rectitude can

in some way acquire it from himself. Certainly he cannot acquire it from him-

self except by either willing or not willing. Now no one can acquire rectitude

from himself by willing, since he cannot will it if he does not have it.And no

one with any sense is going to suppose that someone who does not have rec-

titude of will can attain it on his own by not willing. So there is no way a crea-

ture can have it from himself. But neither can a creature have it from another

creature. For a creature cannot save another creature; and in the same way, a

creature cannot give another creature something on the basis of which it de-

serves to be saved.And so it follows that no creature has this rectitude of will

I have been talking about except through God’s grace. We have, however,

shown that this rectitude can be preserved through free choice, as I said above.

Therefore, thanks to God’s generosity, we have found that his grace for saving

human beings is compatible with free choice. Thus, his grace alone can save a

person whose free choice does nothing, as happens with infants; and in those

who have reached understanding his grace always assists their natural free

choice, which without grace is powerless to attain salvation, by giving their

wills the rectitude that they preserve through free choice.

And even if God does not give grace to everyone (for “He has mercy on

whom he wills and hardens whom he wills”25), he nonetheless does not give

it to anyone on the basis of some preceding merit, since “Who has given first

to God, so that God will repay him?”26 If, however, the will, by preserving the

free choice that it has received, merits an increase of the justice it has received

or power for a good will or some reward, these are all fruits of the first grace
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and “grace for grace.”27 So it should all be attributed to grace, since “it is not

of the one who wills” that he wills “or of the one who runs” that he runs,“but

of God who has mercy.”28 For these words are addressed to all but God alone:

“What do you have that you have not received? And if you have received, why

do you boast as if you had not received?”29

3.4 I take myself to have shown in my treatise On Freedom of Choice how the

freedom of a will that holds on to the rectitude it has received is not over-

whelmed by some necessity that causes it to abandon rectitude; rather, it is as-

sailed by some difficulty to which it yields willingly, not unwillingly. But it will

be useful to say something about the ways in which grace assists free choice

in preserving rectitude once it has been received, although I will not be able

to list all of them, since grace helps in so many ways.

Certainly no one preserves this rectitude that has been received otherwise

than by willing it. And no one can will it unless he has it. But it is quite im-

possible for anyone to have it otherwise than by grace. Therefore, just as no

one receives rectitude unless grace comes first, no one preserves rectitude un-

less that same grace continues. So even though rectitude is preserved through

free choice, the preserving of rectitude should not be attributed to free choice

so much as it should be attributed to grace, since free choice has and preserves

rectitude only through prevenient and subsequent grace. Now grace follows

upon its previous gift in such a way that, whether the grace be great or small,

it never ceases to give that gift unless free choice wills something else and

thereby abandons the rectitude it has received. For this rectitude never ceases

to be present in the will unless the will wills something else that is incompat-

ible with rectitude. For example, someone receives the rectitude of willing so-

briety and then throws it away by willing immoderate pleasure from drinking.

When he does this, it is by his own will, and therefore by his own fault, that

he loses the grace he had received. Grace also helps free choice when it is

under pressure to abandon the rectitude it has received. Grace helps by miti-

gating or altogether removing the power of the temptation that assails free

choice, or by increasing the felt strength of rectitude30 itself.And finally, since

all things are at God’s disposal, whatever happens to a human being that helps
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free choice receive or preserve this rectitude of which I am speaking should

be attributed entirely to grace.

I have said that every instance of justice is rectitude of will preserved for its

own sake. From this it follows that everyone who has this rectitude has justice

and is just (since everyone who has justice is just). But I do not hold that eter-

nal life is promised to all the just; it is promised only to those who are just

without any injustice. For they are the ones who are properly and without

qualification called “just” and “upright in heart.” Some people, after all, are just

in one respect and unjust in another: for example, someone who is chaste but

envious. The blessedness of the just is not promised to such people, for just as

true blessedness is without any shortcoming, so too it is granted only to those

who are just without any injustice. For since the blessedness that is promised

to the just will be a likeness to the angels of God,31 it follows that just as there

is no injustice in the good angels, so too no one with any injustice will have

fellowship with them. Now it is not part of our aim here to show how a

human being comes to be free from all injustice, but we do know that this is

possible for a Christian through holy efforts and through God’s grace.

3.5 If one gives careful consideration to what I have said, it becomes quite

clear that when Holy Scripture says something in favor of grace, it is not com-

pletely setting aside free choice; nor, when it speaks in favor of free choice, is

it excluding grace—as if grace alone or free choice alone were sufficient for

human salvation, as those who raise this question suppose. And in fact we

should understand these divine words as meaning that neither grace alone nor

free choice alone accomplishes human salvation, except in the case of infants,

as I have explained.

Indeed, when the Lord says, “Without me you can do nothing,”32 he does

not mean “Your free choice is powerless” but “Your free choice can accom-

plish nothing without my grace.”And the verse,“It is not of the one who wills

or of the one who runs, but of God who has mercy,”33 does not say that free

choice accomplishes nothing at all in the one who wills or runs; what it means

is that the fact that the person wills or runs should be attributed to grace and

not to free choice. (For we should understand this verse to be saying that it is

not of the one who wills that he wills or of the one who runs that he runs.) Sup-

pose someone gives clothing to a person who is naked, to whom he does not

owe anything and who cannot provide himself with any garment. Even though

the person who was naked has the power to use or not use the clothing he
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has been given, still, if he does use it, the fact that he is clothed should not be

attributed to him but to the one who gave him the clothing. So we could say

something like this:“It is not of the one who is clothed that he is clothed, but

of the one who has mercy,” that is, of the one who gave him the clothing.And

this would be even more appropriate to say if the one who gave the clothing

had also given the power to preserve and use the clothing—as God, when he

gives a human being this much-discussed rectitude, also gives him the power

to preserve and use it, since he has already given free choice for preserving and

using rectitude. On the other hand, if the person who was naked, and to

whom nothing was owed, were not given clothing or threw away the cloth-

ing that he had been given, his nakedness would be attributed to him alone.

Thus, when God grants willing and running to someone who was conceived

and born in sin,34 to whom he owes nothing but punishment,“it is not of the

one who wills or of the one who runs, but of God who has mercy”; and it is

not of God, but of the one who does not receive this grace, or who receives

it but then spurns it, that he persists in his hardness and sinfulness.

We should adopt the same interpretation of other passages in which Scrip-

ture speaks in favor of grace: that is, that they do not eliminate free choice.

Similarly, when God’s word speaks in such a way that it appears to ascribe

human salvation to free choice alone, we are not to understand that as sepa-

rate from grace in any way. By way of analogy, natural intercourse does not

produce offspring without a father, nor does it do so except through a mother;

yet we do not understand this to deny a role to either the father or the mother

in the generation of offspring. In the same way, grace and free choice are not

in conflict; they come together to justify and save human beings.

3.6 Still, in relation to the passages in which Scripture seems to urge free

choice to will and act rightly, one might ask why it urges human beings to act

rightly—and why it blames them when they do not obey—given that no one

can possess or receive such rectitude unless grace gives it. Consider how the

earth, without any effort on our part, brings forth countless plants and trees

that do nothing to nourish human nature, or even kill us, whereas those that

are most necessary to sustain our lives require tremendous effort and someone

to cultivate them, and they do not grow without seeds. In the same way,

human hearts require no teaching or effort in order to sprout, effortlessly,

thoughts and wills that are in no way useful for salvation or are actually harm-

ful; but it is only through seeds of the proper sort and with diligent cultiva-

tion that they conceive and produce the thoughts and wills without which we

do not make progress toward the soul’s salvation. This is why the Apostle calls
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those who benefit from this work of cultivation “God’s husbandry.”35 The seed

of this husbandry is the word of God—not, indeed, the word, but the mean-

ing that is perceived through the word. For a mere sound, without meaning,

establishes nothing in the heart.

And it is not only the meaning of the word of God that is a seed of right

willing; so too is every meaning or understanding of rectitude that the human

mind conceives through hearing or reading or through reason or in whatever

other way. For no one can will anything but what he has first conceived in his

heart. And willing to believe what ought to be believed is willing rightly.

Therefore, no one can will this unless he knows what ought to be believed.

That is why when the Apostle said, “Everyone who calls upon the name of

the Lord will be saved,” he added,“But how will they call upon him in whom

they have not believed? And how will they believe in him of whom they have

not heard? And how will they hear without a preacher? And how will there

be preachers unless they are sent?”36 And shortly afterwards, “Therefore, faith

is from hearing, but hearing is through the word of Christ.”37 Now we should

understand “faith is from hearing” to mean that faith is from what the mind

conceives as a result of hearing: not that the mind’s conception by itself brings

about faith, but that faith cannot exist apart from that conception. Faith—

one’s believing what one hears—comes about when, through grace, rectitude

of will is added to the conception. “Hearing is through the word of Christ,”

that is, through the word of those who preach Christ. Now there are no

preachers unless they are sent, and their being sent is a matter of grace. So the

preaching itself is a grace, since what proceeds from grace is itself a grace.And

the hearing is a grace, and the understanding that comes from hearing is a

grace, and rectitude of will is a grace. But the sending, the preaching, the hear-

ing, the understanding: these are all nothing unless the will wills what the

mind understands.And the will cannot do this unless it has received rectitude;

for it wills rightly when it wills what it ought to. Thus, what the mind con-

ceives as a result of hearing the word is the seed sown by the preacher, and

rectitude is the “growth” given by God, without whom “neither the one who

plants nor the one who waters is anything, but God who gives the growth.”38

So just as God in the beginning miraculously made grain and other things

that sprang forth from the earth to nourish human beings, without a cultiva-

tor or seeds, so too did he wondrously make the hearts of the prophets and

apostles, and indeed the Gospels, fertile with the seeds of salvation, without
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any human teaching. From those seeds we take whatever we sow wholesomely

in “God’s husbandry” for the nourishment of our souls, just as what we grow

for the nourishment of our bodies comes from the first seeds of the earth. For

there is nothing we preach that is useful for spiritual salvation but what the

Holy Scriptures, miraculously made fertile by the Holy Spirit, have revealed or

contain within themselves. Even if by reason we say something that we cannot

point to explicitly in Scripture, or prove from what Scripture says, it is by Scrip-

ture that we know whether we should accept or reject it. For if it is a conclu-

sion of straightforward reasoning and does not contradict anything in Scripture

(since just as Scripture opposes no truth, so too it gives aid to no falsehood),

we accept that conclusion on the authority of Scripture precisely because

Scripture does not deny what is being said according to reason. But if Scrip-

ture is unmistakably opposed to our opinion, then even if our reasoning seems

unassailable to us, we must not think it is supported by the truth in any way.

And so it is in this way that Holy Scripture contains the authority of every con-

clusion of reason: by either explicitly affirming it or in no way denying it.

Let us now look at some examples of how the word is a seed.When those

to whom it is said, “If you are willing and listen to me,”39 hear those words,

they understand and conceive what is meant by willing and listening: namely,

obeying. For someone who listens but does not obey is said not to listen. But

they cannot obey unless they are willing. Now to will to obey is to will rightly.

And no one can will rightly unless he has rectitude of will, which no human

being has except through grace. But rectitude in willing something is given

only to one who has the understanding to will and understands what he ought

to will.And so we see that the words “If you are willing and listen to me” are

a seed that in no way bears fruit through itself, apart from the addition of rec-

titude, but that rectitude itself is not given except by means of seeds.

Similarly, when God says, “Turn to me,”40 this is a seed that does not bear

fruit as long as God does not turn a person’s will so that it wills the turning

that one thinks of when one hears the word “turn”; but without this seed no

one can will to turn to God. It is also to those who have already turned that

he says,“Turn to me”: either so that they will turn to him all the more, or so

that they will preserve their turning. But those who say,“Turn us, O God,”41

have already turned to some extent, since they have an upright will when they

will to be turned. They pray in virtue of what they have already received, in
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order that their turning might be increased, like those who were already be-

lievers and said,“Increase our faith.”42 It is as if both were saying,“Increase in

us what you have already given us; bring to completion what you have already

begun.” And what I have shown in these examples should be taken to apply

in similar cases.

So just as the earth does not naturally produce without seeds those things

that are especially necessary for the health of our body, so too the soil of the

human heart does not bring forth the fruit of faith and justice without appro-

priate seeds.Yet just as our farmers continue to sow their fields in hope of an

appreciable harvest even though God does not grant growth to every seed, so

too God commands those who toil in his fields to sow his word in hope and

with great earnestness, even though God does not cause all those seeds to bear

fruit. We have shown, I think, that it is not pointless to urge people toward

faith in Christ and toward those things that faith demands, even though they

do not all respond to this encouragement.

3.7 I noted that one might also ask why those who do not accept God’s word

are blamed, given that they cannot accept it unless grace directs their wills. For

the Lord says of the Holy Spirit, “He will convict43 the world of sin . . . be-

cause they do not believe in me.”44 Although it is perhaps difficult to answer

this question, I should not withhold the response that, by God’s gift, I am able

to make. It is important to keep in mind that an inability that derives from

guilt does not excuse the one who has the inability, so long as the guilt re-

mains. Hence, in the case of infants, in whom God requires of human nature

the justice that it received in our first parents, together with the power to pre-

serve it for all its descendants, their inability to have justice does not excuse

them, since human nature fell into this inability through its own fault. Indeed,

the very fact that it does not have what it cannot get back through its own

power just is the inability to have justice into which human nature fell because

it spontaneously abandoned what it had the power to preserve. Therefore, be-

cause human nature abandoned justice by sinning, the inability that human

nature inflicted on itself by sinning is imputed to it as sin. And it is not only

the inability to have justice that is imputed as sin to the unbaptized; so too is

the inability to understand justice, for this too derives from sin. It is also rea-

sonable for us to assert that the wasting away and corruption of the dignity,

strength, and beauty with which human beings were first created is to be im-

puted to human nature as a fault. For it has thereby diminished the honor and
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praise of God as far as it was able, since the wisdom of an artisan is praised and

proclaimed in accordance with the dignity of his work. Therefore, as much as

human nature diminished or spoiled in itself the precious work of God, for

which God himself was to be glorified, so much did it dishonor God by its

own fault.And this is accounted so great a sin that it is wiped out only by the

death of God.

Indeed, the sacred authority bears ample witness to the fact that the very

motions or appetites to which we are subject (like brute animals) on account

of the sin of Adam are themselves imputed to us as sin. These are the motions

that the Apostle calls “flesh” and “concupiscence,”45 and he makes it clear that

he endures them against his will by saying,“What I hate, that I do”46—that is,

I desire it unwillingly. In fact, when the Lord says of the bare motion of anger,

without any overt deed or word, “He who is angry with his brother will be

liable to judgment,”47 he shows very clearly that it is no trivial fault from

which so grave a condemnation, a sentence of death, follows. It is as if he were

to say, “Someone who does what human beings ought not to do, and what

they would not do unless they sinned, should be cut off from human beings.”

And when Paul says of those who unwillingly experience the flesh, that is,

concupiscences,“There is no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,

who do not walk according to the flesh”48—that is, who do not consent to

the flesh with their will—he is undoubtedly indicating that condemnation

does follow for those who are not in Christ as often as they experience the

flesh, even if they do not walk according to it. For human beings were made

in such a way that they ought not to experience the flesh, just as we said of

anger. So if anyone pays careful attention to what I have said, he will have no

doubt that those who because of their own fault cannot accept the word of

God are rightly to be blamed.

3.8 But for those to whom the grace of Christian faith has been given, just as

the original injustice with which they are born is forgiven in baptism, so too

all guilt for the inability and for all the corruption they have incurred on ac-

count of the sin of our first parents, by which God is dishonored, is excused.

After baptism they are not blamed for any guilt that was in them before bap-

tism, even though the corruption and appetites that are a punishment for sin

are not instantaneously removed in baptism; and no transgression is imputed

to them after baptism except what they have done by their own will. From
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this it is evident that the corruption and evils that were a punishment for sin

and remain after baptism are not sins in themselves. For indeed only injustice

is a sin in itself; those things that follow from injustice are regarded as sins on

account of their cause, until the injustice is forgiven.After all, if they were sins

in themselves, they would be destroyed in baptism, in which all sins are washed

away by the blood of Christ. Moreover, if they were properly called sins, they

would be sins even in brute animals; it is a consequence of sin that our nature

bears these ills and is in that way like the brute animals.

There is something else, greatly to be feared, that can be discerned in the first

sin of human nature. Because a human being is a “spirit that goes forth and

does not return,”49 once someone falls spontaneously (I am speaking now only

of voluntary sins), he can in no way get back up unless he is lifted up by grace.

Rather, unless he is restrained by God’s mercy, by his own deserts he goes from

sin to sin until he sinks into a bottomless pit of sins, an unimaginable depth,

to the point that even what is good comes to be hateful and deadly to him.

This is why the Lord says to the apostles, “If the world hates you, know that

it hated me before you.”50 And the Apostle says,“We are a lovely fragrance be-

fore God . . . to some an odor of death unto death, but to others a fragrance

of life unto life.”51 This is why it is said of God that “he has mercy on whom

he wills and hardens whom he wills.”52 But he does not have mercy equally

on all those on whom he has mercy, and he does not harden equally all those

whom he hardens.

3.9 But why does the punishment for sin continue for us in this life after sin

itself has been wiped out? That is another question, one that does not belong

to our discussion here.Yet I will say briefly that if the faithful were immedi-

ately changed into a state of incorruption upon their baptism or martyrdom,

merit would be done away with, and human beings would not be saved by

any merit, except for those who were first to believe and had no one to serve

as an example for them. Indeed, both faith and hope would be lacking, and

without them no one who has understanding can merit the kingdom of God.

For faith and hope have to do with things that are not seen.And since people

would see that those who turned to Christ immediately passed over into in-

corruptibility, there would be no one who could so much as will to withdraw

from such great happiness as he beheld.Therefore, in order that we might with

greater glory attain through the merit of faith and hope the happiness that we
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desire, we remain, so long as we are in this life, in this state that is no longer

imputed to us as sin, even though it came about as a result of sin.

Furthermore, we are not promised through baptism and Christian faith the

happiness that Adam had in paradise before he sinned, but the happiness that

he was going to have once the number of human beings had been brought to

fullness: the number, that is, of those who were to be taken up in order to

complete the heavenly city, which was to comprise angels and human beings,

where human beings will not bear offspring, as they would have done in par-

adise. If those who turn to Christ passed immediately into that state of incor-

ruption, there would be no human beings from whom that number could be

filled up, since no one who saw such happiness could fail to hasten toward it.

I think this is what the Apostle is saying of those “who by faith . . . did the

works of justice.”53 “All of them,” he writes,“having gained approval through

the witness of faith, did not receive what was promised, because God had pro-

vided something better for us, so that apart from us they would not attain ful-

fillment.”54 For if one were to ask what better thing God had provided for us,

on account of which “they did not receive what was promised,” I see no more

fitting answer than what I said earlier: if, when they had gained approval, the

happiness promised to the just had not been postponed, merit would be de-

stroyed for those who knew this by experience and not by faith. Furthermore,

the procreation of human beings by which we ourselves came to be born

would have stopped, since all people would have run toward the incorruptibil-

ity they saw to be present.And so it was a great good that God provided for us

when he put off the receiving of the promise by the saints who had “gained

approval through the witness of faith,” both so that we might be brought into

being and so that faith would remain, by which we like them merit what has

been promised and together with them are brought to fulfillment.

And there is another reason why the baptized and martyrs do not immedi-

ately become incorruptible. Suppose someone had planned to give great hon-

ors to his slave at some future time, but because of some fault for which the

slave can in no way make recompense on his own, he gives the slave a severe

beating. After the beating, at a time he has determined, he is going to throw

the slave into a terrible prison where he will be subjected to intense and

painful torture. If someone who has great influence with the eyes of the

master makes recompense on behalf of the slave and reconciles him to the

master, the blows that the guilty slave deservedly endured before recompense

was made, while he was still at fault, are not wiped out. But the greater tor-

ments to which he had not yet been subjected are averted, because of the



reconciliation that has been interposed. And the honors that (had he not

sinned) he was going to receive at the proper time, and that (had he not been

reconciled) he was going to lack once he sinned, will now be given to him

without any change, just as had been decreed from the beginning, because a

complete recompense has been made. Indeed, if before the reconciliation he

had been deprived of those honors in the same way that he would have been

deprived of them irrecoverably after his fault if he had not been reconciled,

there would have been no room for reconciliation to help him recover them.

But since he could not be deprived of an honor that he did not yet have and

was not yet supposed to have, a reconciliation could intervene and prevent the

deprivation—but only if the slave, while he is still recovering from the beat-

ing, vows in heart and word to be faithful to his master and to amend his own

behavior, and only if he fulfills his vow.

This is how things stand between God and human beings.When human na-

ture first sinned, the punishment inflicted on it was that it would always pro-

duce offspring of the sort we see infants are, and that after this life it would be

for ever banished to hell and exiled from the kingdom of God for which it

was created, unless someone were to accomplish on behalf of human nature

the reconciliation that it could not make for itself. Now there was no one by

whom human nature could be reconciled, except for Christ. So in all infants

begotten naturally, human nature is born with sin and is under punishment for

sin.When this nature accepts reconciliation, the punishment inflicted upon it

before the reconciliation deservedly remains. But the torments that it was

going to suffer in hell are forgiven in those whom Christ has redeemed, and

they are given the kingdom of God that they were going to receive at the

proper time after their sojourn in the earthly paradise—but only if they per-

severe to the end in the faith that they promise in their baptism.

3.10 Now some people claim that experience proves that free choice has no

power, since many people put forth an enormous effort to live well but (so

they say) make no progress at all because some impossibility stands in their

way, or else they do make progress but then fall away with no hope of recov-

ery. But this claim does not undermine the conclusion that we have demon-

strated by reason: free choice does have power in conjunction with grace.That

those who make an effort make no progress or fall away after they do make

progress results, I hold, not from any impossibility but from a difficulty—

sometimes a severe difficulty, but sometimes one that could be easily overcome.

It is, after all, extremely common for us to say that something is impossible for

us when we cannot accomplish it without difficulty.And if each of us will at-

tentively examine the motions of our own wills, we will recognize that we

never abandon the rectitude of will received through grace except by willing

something else that we cannot will at the same time as we will rectitude.
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Clearly, we do not do this because our power to preserve rectitude—the

power that is itself freedom of choice—has failed; what fails is our will to pre-

serve rectitude.And that will fails, not of itself, but because another will drives

it out, as I have explained.

3.11 Now since this discussion particularly involves the will, I think I should

say something in greater depth about the will that I believe will be helpful. Just

as our bodies have limbs and the five senses, each apt for its respective uses,

which we employ as instruments—for example, the hands are apt for grasping,

the feet for walking, the tongue for speaking, and sight for seeing—so too our

souls have within themselves certain powers that they employ as instruments

for fitting uses.There is reason in the soul, which the soul employs as its instru-

ment for reasoning, and the will, which it employs for willing.After all, neither

reason nor will is the whole soul; each is something in the soul.Therefore, since

each of these instruments has its nature, its dispositions, and its uses, let us dis-

tinguish in the will, which is our present concern, the instrument, its disposi-

tions, and its uses.We can call these dispositions in the will its ‘affections’, since

the instrument for willing is affected by its dispositions. That is why when a

human soul wills something very intensely, we say that it is goaded [affecta] into

willing something, or that it wills it passionately [affectuose].

‘Will’, in fact, appears to be said equivocally. It has three senses: the instrument

for willing, the affection of the instrument, and the uses of that instrument.The

instrument for willing is the power of the soul that we employ for willing, just

as reason is the instrument for reasoning that we employ when we reason and

sight is the instrument for seeing that we employ when we see.The affection of

this instrument is that by which the instrument itself is disposed in such a way

to will something (even when one is not thinking of what it wills) that if that

thing comes to mind, the instrument wills it, either immediately or at the ap-

propriate time.The instrument for willing is disposed in this way to will health,

even when one is not thinking of health, so that as soon as health comes to

mind, it wills health. It is also disposed in this way to will sleep, even when one

is not thinking of sleep, so that when sleep comes to mind, it wills sleep at the

appropriate time.After all, it is never disposed in such a way that it at some time

wills illness or wills never to sleep.And in a just person, that same instrument is

disposed in a similar way to will justice, even when the person is asleep, so that

he wills justice as soon as he thinks of it. By contrast, the use of that instrument

is what we have only when we think of the thing we will.

Now the instrument for willing, its affection, and its use are all called ‘will’.

We call the instrument ‘will’ when we say that we turn our will toward vari-

ous things: now to willing to walk, now to willing to sit, now to willing this

or that. Human beings always have this instrument, although we do not always

employ it. In the same way, we always have sight, which is the instrument for

seeing, even when we do not employ it, as when we are sleeping. And when
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we do employ it, we turn it now to seeing the sky, now to seeing the earth,

now to something else. And similarly, we always have the instrument for rea-

soning, which is reason, which we do not always employ, and which we turn

to various things when we engage in reasoning. By contrast, the affection of

the instrument for willing is called ‘will’ when we say that someone always has

the will that things be well with him. For in this case what we are calling ‘will’

is the affection of that instrument by which this person wills that things be

well with him.We use ‘will’ in the same way when we say of a holy person

that even when he is asleep and is not thinking about it, he unceasingly has

the will to live justly. And when we say that one person has this will to a

greater degree than another person, what we mean by ‘will’ is nothing other

than the affection of the instrument for willing by which each wills to live

justly. It is not, after all, the instrument itself that one person has to a greater

degree and another person to a lesser degree. Now the use of this instrument

is called will when someone says,“Right now I have the will to read” (that is,

right now I will to read), or “Right now I have the will to write” (that is, right

now I will to write). For just as to see is to use sight, which is the instrument

for seeing, and its use is vision or sight (where ‘sight’ signifies the same as

‘vision’—for ‘sight’ also signifies the instrument of sight)—, so too, to will is

to use the will that is the instrument for willing, and its use is the will that

exists only when we are thinking about what we will.

So the will that is the instrument is a single, unitary thing. That is, there is

only one instrument for willing in a human being, just as there is only one

reason, that is, only one instrument for reasoning. But the will by which this

instrument is affected is twofold. For just as sight has multiple dispositions (a

disposition to see light, a disposition to see figures by means of light, [and] a

disposition to see colors [by means of figures]55), so too the instrument for

willing has two dispositions that we call “affections.” One of these is a dispo-

sition to will advantage; the other is a disposition to will rectitude. Indeed, the

will that is the instrument wills nothing but either advantage or rectitude.

Whatever else it wills, it wills either for the sake of advantage or for the sake

of rectitude; even if it is mistaken, it takes itself to be relating everything it wills

to them. In virtue of the affection for willing advantage, a person always wills

happiness and being happy, whereas in virtue of the affection for willing rec-

titude, he wills rectitude and being upright, that is, just. Now someone wills

something for the sake of advantage when, for example, he wills to cultivate

land or to work so that he will have that by which he can safeguard his life

and health, which he judges to be advantageous. But he wills something for

the sake of rectitude when, for example, he wills to work at learning so that
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he might know how to live rightly, that is, justly. By contrast, the will that is

the use of this much-discussed instrument exists only when someone thinks

of what he wills, as has been said. The divisions of this will are manifold, but

I will not talk about them now, though perhaps I will elsewhere.56

Now ‘to will’ is equivocal, just like ‘to see’. For we say that someone sees not

only if he is employing his sight but also if he is not, but has the disposition

to see; and in the same way, we say that someone wills not only if he employs

the instrument for willing when thinking of what he wills but also if he is not

employing it, because he has the affection, that is, the disposition, for willing.

And here is another way we can see that the will that is the instrument for

willing is one thing, the will that is its affection is another, and the will that is

the use of that instrument is still another. Even when a just person is asleep

and not thinking of anything, he is said to have the will to live justly; when an

unjust person is asleep, he is said not to have a will to live justly. The will that

we say the unjust person does not have is the very same will that we say the

just person has. But obviously, when we say that the unjust person who is

asleep does not have the will to live justly, we are not saying that he lacks the

will that I have called the instrument for willing, since all human beings al-

ways have that will, whether they are asleep or awake. Hence, since the will

that is said to be in a good person is none other than that which is said not to

be in a wicked one, the will that we indicate is in the good person is not the

instrument, but that by which the instrument is disposed. Now there is no

doubt that the will that is use is not in someone who is asleep (unless he is

dreaming), so when we say that the will to live rightly is in a just person who

is asleep, that does not mean the will that is use. So the will as affection is not

the same as either the will as instrument or the will as use. And everyone

knows that the will as instrument is not the same as the will as use, since when

I say that I do not have the will to write, no one takes this to mean that I do

not have the instrument for willing. Therefore, the will as instrument is one

thing, the will as affection is another, and the will as use is yet another.

Now the will as instrument moves all the other instruments that we employ

spontaneously, both those that are in us (such as hands, the tongue, and sight)

and those that are outside us (such as a pen and an ax), and it brings about all

voluntary motions. In fact, it moves itself by means of its own affections. Hence,

it can be described as an instrument that moves itself. I say that the will as

instrument brings about all voluntary motions, but if we consider this atten-

tively, it is truer to say that God brings about everything that is done by either

nature or will, since God creates nature and the instrument for willing to-

gether with its affections, without which that instrument brings about nothing.
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3.12 From these two affections, which we also call wills, derives all human

merit, whether good or bad. These two wills also differ in that the one that is

for willing advantage is inseparable, whereas the one that is for willing recti-

tude was originally, as I said above,57 separable from the angels and our first

parents, and is still separable from those who remain in this present life. They

also differ in that the one that is for willing advantage is not itself the thing

that it wills, whereas the one that is for willing rectitude is rectitude. In fact,

only someone who has rectitude wills rectitude; it is only in virtue of recti-

tude that anyone can will rectitude. But it is obvious that this rectitude be-

longs to the will that is the instrument.We indicate this when we call justice

“rectitude of will preserved for its own sake.” This is also the truth of the will

in which, as the Lord charges, the devil did not remain steadfast, as I explained

in my treatise On Truth.58

We must now investigate the way in which, as I have said, human merits—

whether for salvation or for damnation—proceed from these two wills that I

call “dispositions” or “affections.” Rectitude as such is not a cause of any evil,

and it is the mother of all good merit. It gives aid to the spirit as it lusts against

the flesh,59 and it shares in the spirit’s delight in the law according to the inner

human being,60 that is, according to that same spirit. Now if anything evil ever

seems to proceed from rectitude, it does not in fact come from rectitude, but

from something else. It is through rectitude that the apostles were “a lovely fra-

grance before God.” That they were “an odor of death unto death” before

some did not proceed from the apostles’ justice, but from the wickedness of

those who wished them evil.61 But the will that is for willing advantage is not

always evil; it is evil only when it consents to the flesh that lusts against the

spirit.62

3.13 But in order that this might be understood more clearly, we need to look

into how the will came to be so vicious and so prone to evil—for we must

not believe that God made the will that way in our first parents. Now al-

though I have explained that it was on account of sin that human nature

incurred corruption and appetites like those of brute animals, I have not said

how such a will arose in human beings in the first place. Indeed, vicious

appetites are not the same as a vicious will that consents to such appetites.



Therefore, I think it is worth asking how such a will came to be present in

human beings. But if we pay attention to the original creation of rational na-

ture, we will easily detect the cause of such a will. God’s aim was to make ra-

tional nature both just and happy for the purpose of enjoying God himself.

Now rational nature could not be either just or happy without the will 

for justice and happiness. Indeed, the will for justice is itself justice. The 

will for happiness, by contrast, is not happiness, since not everyone who has

the will for happiness has happiness. Now as everyone agrees, happiness in-

cludes a sufficient amount of appropriate advantages without any deficiency,

whether we mean angelic happiness or the happiness that Adam had in para-

dise. For although the happiness of the angels is greater than the happiness that

belonged to human beings in paradise, it cannot on that account be denied

that Adam possessed happiness.A heat can be great and without any coldness,

and yet there can be a greater heat; and a coldness can be great and without

any heat, and yet there can be a greater coldness. In the same way, there is no

reason to deny that Adam was happy in paradise and was without any defi-

ciency, even though angelic happiness was greater. Indeed, to have something

in a lesser degree than another is not always to be deficient. To be deficient is

to lack something when one ought to have it, and that was not the case with

Adam. For where there is deficiency, there is unhappiness. But God did not

make rational nature unhappy without some antecedent fault, given that he

created rational nature in order to understand and love himself. Therefore,

God made human beings happy, without any deficiency. Therefore, rational

nature received, at one and the same moment, the will for happiness and hap-

piness itself, the will for justice (that is, rectitude, which is justice itself ), and

free choice, without which it could not preserve justice.

Now God ordered these two wills or affections in such a way that the will

that is the instrument would use the will that is justice to command and gov-

ern under the instruction of the spirit, which is also called mind and reason;

and it would use the other disposition for obedience without any disadvan-

tage. Indeed, he gave happiness to human beings (to say nothing of angels) for

their advantage, whereas he gave them justice for his own honor. But he gave

justice to them in such a way that they were able to abandon it, so that if they

did not abandon it, but instead preserved it with perseverance, they would

merit exaltation to fellowship with the angels. But if they did abandon it, they

would in no way be able to recover it thereafter on their own. Not only would

they not attain the happiness of the angels, but they would be deprived of the

happiness they did have; and declining into the likeness of brute beasts, they

would be subject like them to corruption and to the appetites that we have so

often mentioned.Yet their will for happiness would remain, so that they would

be justly punished with deep unhappiness by being deprived of the goods that

they had lost. Therefore, they lost happiness because they abandoned justice.
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Though they had received a good will, and had received it for their good, their

wills now burn with the desire for advantages that they cannot fail to will.And

since they cannot take possession of those true advantages they have lost,

which were fitting for rational nature, their wills turn to false advantages,

suited to brute animals, at the prompting of their animal appetites.And in this

way, when they will such things inordinately, they either refuse rectitude when

it is offered to them or they spurn it once they have received it; but when they

will such things licitly, they do not do this.

So in this way the will as instrument, which was created good insofar as it

has being, and just, and capable of preserving the justice it had received, be-

came evil through free choice: not evil insofar as it has being, but insofar as it

has become unjust through the absence of that justice that it spontaneously

abandoned and that it ought always to have. It has also become incapable of

willing the justice it abandoned. For when it does not have justice, it cannot

will justice through free choice, in the way that when it does have justice, it

can preserve justice through free choice. The will for advantage was also cre-

ated good insofar as it is something; but it became evil, that is, unjust, because

it was not subordinated to justice, apart from which it ought not to will any-

thing. Therefore, since the will as instrument became unjust spontaneously,

once it has abandoned justice it remains unjust and a servant of injustice by

necessity, so far as its own power is concerned, because it cannot by itself re-

turn to justice, apart from which it is never free, since its natural freedom of

choice is otiose without justice. The will has also become a servant of its own

affection for the advantageous, since in the absence of justice it cannot will

anything except what the affection for the advantageous wills. (I speak of both

the instrument and the affection as “willing,” since both the instrument and

the affection are will, and both wills are appropriately described as willing. For

the instrument wills in virtue of its affection, and the affection through which

the instrument wills also wills. Similarly, we say both that a person sees and

that sight sees: the person sees in virtue of sight, and the sight through which

he sees also sees.) Hence, we can say without any absurdity that the affections

of that will that I have called an instrument of the soul are, as it were, instru-

ments of that instrument, since the will as instrument does nothing apart from

its affections. Therefore, once the will as instrument loses its instrument for

willing justice (in other words, once it loses rectitude), there is no way it can

will justice, unless its rectitude is restored through grace. Therefore, since no

one ought to will otherwise than justly, whatever the will wills apart from rec-

titude, it wills unjustly. By contrast, all those appetites that the Apostle calls

“flesh” and “concupiscence” are not evil or unjust insofar as they have being;

they are called unjust because they are present in a rational nature where they

ought not to be. In brute animals, of course, they are not evil or unjust, because

they ought to be there.

ON THE HARMONY . . . (DE CONCORDIA) 393
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“In cooperation with prevenient and subsequent grace” translates dante et subsequente

gratia. The difference among various translations testifies to the obscurity of the expression,

but I am convinced that Anselm means to refer to the dynamic of prevenient and subse-

quent grace described above in 3.4.
64

Reading quid for qui.
65

Cf. Matthew 10:8:“You have received freely; give freely.”

3.14 From what was said above we can now discern that the reason human

beings do not always possess justice—which they ought to possess without in-

terruption—is that they can in no way attain or recover it by their own

power. It is also clear that God brings about good deeds solely through his

own goodness, since he creates the will with free choice and gives the will the

justice by which it acts, whereas he brings about evil acts solely through the

fault of human beings, since he would not bring them about if human beings

did not will to do them. Nonetheless, he does bring it about that evil deeds

exist, since he is the creator of the will in human beings, which they employ

apart from justice; and therefore it is solely the fault of human beings that their

acts are evil. It is not the fault of God, who created the human will with free-

dom of choice and granted it justice so that it might never will otherwise than

justly; it is the fault of human beings, who abandoned the justice that they had

the power to preserve. So in good deeds God is responsible both for their

being good through their essence and for their being good through justice,

whereas in evil deeds God is responsible only for their being good through

their essence, not for their being evil through the absence of the justice that

ought to be in them (since that absence is not anything). Human beings, how-

ever, are responsible in good deeds for their not being evil, since they did not

abandon justice and do evil even though they could have, but instead pre-

served justice through free choice in cooperation with prevenient and subse-

quent grace.63 But in evil deeds they alone are responsible for their being evil,

because they do them solely by their own unjust will.

I think I can now fittingly conclude my discussion of these three difficult

questions, which I undertook in hope of God’s help. If I have said in it what64

ought to satisfy any inquirer, I give no credit to myself, since it was not I but

God’s grace with me. I will say this, however: when my mind was uneasily

searching for an account of these matters as I asked these questions, if some-

one had given me the answers that I have written here, I would have been

grateful, because he would have satisfied me. Therefore, since what I came to

understand about this topic by God’s revelation greatly pleased me, and I re-

alized that it would likewise be pleasing to others if I wrote it down, I decided

to give freely to those who ask for it what I have myself freely received.65
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[1. On possibility and impossibility]

STUDENT: There are several matters on which I have long wanted your re-

sponse.Among them are power and inability, possibility and impossibility, ne-

cessity and freedom. I am listing them all together as subjects for investigation,

because it seems to me that knowledge of each of them is connected with

knowledge of the others. I will explain to you in part what motivates me to

ask about them, so that once you have answered my questions about them, I

will be able to make progress more easily on the other matters that I am con-

cerned about.

You see, we sometimes say that there is power in something in which there

is no power. For no one denies that whatever can [do something], can do [it]

in virtue of its power. So when we say that what does not exist can exist, we

are saying that there is power in that which does not exist, as when we say that

a house that does not yet exist can exist—and I just cannot understand that.

After all, there is no power in that which does not exist.

I will say again: that which in no way exists has no power. Accordingly, it

does not have a power for being or for not being.And so it follows that what

does not exist both cannot exist and cannot not exist. And what goes along

with the negative statement, “what does not exist cannot exist,” is that what

does not exist is such that (a) it is not possible for it to exist, (b) it is impossi-

ble for it to exist, and (c) it is necessary that it does not exist. Or, if we take

the other negation,“what does not exist cannot not exist,” we find that what

does not exist is such that (a) it is not possible for it not to exist, (b) it is im-

possible for it not to exist, and (c) it is necessary that it exists. Therefore, be-

cause that which in no way exists cannot exist, it is impossible for it to exist

and necessary that it does not exist; but from the fact that it cannot not exist,

it follows that it is impossible for it not to exist and necessary that it exists.

395

1
I have followed the order of the fragments as they appear in the edition of F. S. Schmitt,

“Ein neues unvollendetes Werk des hl. Anselm von Canterbury,” Beiträge zur Geschichte der

Philosophie und Theologie des Mittelalters Band 33, Heft 3 (1936), 22–43. I have, however, added

headings of my own and made somewhat different divisions in the text.
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Furthermore, what cannot exist is not able to exist.And what is not able to

exist is unable to exist. Similarly, what cannot not exist is not able not to exist,

and what is not able not to exist is unable not to exist. Therefore, what does

not exist cannot exist, cannot not exist, is unable to exist, and is unable not to

exist. But equally, what is unable to exist is able not to exist, and what is un-

able not to exist is able to exist.Therefore, what does not exist is both able and

unable to exist, and similarly able [and unable] not to exist. Therefore, it

equally has power and inability with respect to both existing and not existing.

But all these conclusions are perfectly ridiculous. For the following never

hold [of the same thing] at the same time: (1) “it is impossible for this to exist”

and “it is impossible for this not to exist”; (2) “it is necessary for this to exist”

and “it is necessary for this not to exist”; (3) “this has the power to exist” and

“this has an inability to exist”; (4) “this has the power not to exist” and “this

has an inability not to exist.” So, given that these things are impossible, that

from which they follow is also impossible: namely, that “what in no way exists

both cannot exist and cannot not exist, since it has no power.” But I cannot at

all figure out how this is false.

Another thing that motivates me to ask about impossibility and necessity is

that we say that something is impossible for God, such as lying, or that God is

something out of necessity, such as being just. For impossibility suggests inabil-

ity, and necessity suggests violence. But there is neither inability nor violence

in God.After all, if God preserves the truth because of an inability to lie or is

just as a result of violence, he is not truthful or just freely. Now you might

reply that this impossibility and this necessity signify an unconquerable

strength in God. But in that case I will ask why this strength is designated by

words that signify weakness.

These and perhaps other questions force me into a certain puzzlement about

power and possibility and their contraries, and about necessity and freedom.

My perplexities may be childish, but I ask you nonetheless to teach me how

I might respond to someone who posed the same questions to me. For I must

admit, I don’t know how to.

[2. On the verb ‘to do’]

TEACHER: Even if your questions seem childish to you, their answers are not

so easy for me that your questions strike me as contemptible. For I can see

from a mile away that once I begin to reply to you, you will call me to greater

things. Still, I should not restrain myself from matters in which God grants me

the ability to answer you, just because I cannot solve all the problems you end

up raising. Now in order to investigate the matters you have asked about, I

understand that it is necessary first to set down something about the verb ‘to

do’ and about what is properly attributable to something as ‘its own’, so that I
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‘has power’ translates potest, which was translated ‘can’ in the previous sentence. Some of

these examples obviously work better in Latin than they do in English. Keep in mind, too,

that the question translated “What is he doing?” can also be translated “What does he do?”

or even, loosely,“What’s the deal with him?” Some of Anselm’s proposed answers work a bit

better as responses to the latter questions.
3

Anselm’s point in this section and the next is about the variety of uses of the Latin verb

facere, not of course about the variety of uses of the English verb ‘to do’, so it seems silly to

will not be compelled to insert a digression on those matters when the need

arises.You just be sure to hold your questions in memory.

S: Whatever you set down beforehand will not displease me, as long as you

get back to what I asked about.

T: The verb ‘to do’ [facere] is commonly used for any verb, of whatever signi-

fication, whether finite or infinite, even for ‘not to do’. For if one asks con-

cerning someone,“What is he doing?” if we pay careful attention, we see that

‘do’ is being used for any verb that might be used in reply, and that whatever

verb is used in reply is used for ‘do’.After all, no verb is correctly used in the

reply to someone who asks,“What is he doing?” unless that verb is understood

in the “doing” about which that person is asking.When the answer is given

that “He is reading” or “He is writing,” this has the same force as “This is what

he is doing: he is reading” or “This is what he is doing: he is writing.”

Now any verb can be used in reply to someone who asks this question. This

is quite clear in many cases, as in “He is singing” or “He is dictating.” In some

cases, however, one might have doubts: for example, “He is,” “He is living,”

“He can,”“He owes,”“He is named,”“He is called.” But no one will complain

if the answer to “What is he doing?” is “He is in church” or “He is living like

a good man” or “He has power2 over the whole city in which he lives” or “He

owes a great deal of money” or “He is named [i.e., renowned] above all his

neighbors” or “He is called before all others, wherever he may be.”

So any verb can on some occasion be used in response to someone who asks,

“What is he doing?” provided that there is someone who knows how to do

this properly.And so any verbs whatsoever that are used in response to some-

one who asks “What is he doing?” are used, as I have said, in place of ‘to do’

in the response, and ‘to do’ is used for them in the question, since what is said

in response is what is being asked about, and what is asked in the question is

what is being addressed in response.

Moreover, everything of which some verb is said is a cause that what is

signified by the verb is the case; and in our common way of speaking, every

cause is said to ‘bring about’ [facere]3 that of which it is the cause. Hence, every-

thing of which any verb is predicated brings about what is signified by that

verb. I will pass right over those verbs that according to their signification are
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me to make up awkward and unidiomatic uses of the verb ‘to do’ so that we can keep a con-

sistent English translation of facere. Indeed, there is some advantage for readers in seeing

which English expressions are used throughout these translations to correspond to facere.

properly cases of bringing about, such as ‘to run’ and similar verbs; what I am

saying can be recognized even in other verbs that seem foreign to this prop-

erty of bringing about. For in this way someone who sits brings about sitting,

and one who undergoes brings about an undergoing, since if there were not

someone who underwent there would be no undergoing, nor would anything

be named unless there were something that is named, and nothing would in

any way be said to exist unless that which is said to exist were first thought.

According to the foregoing argument, then, whenever a verb is predicated of

any thing at all, what is signified is that the thing brings about [facit] what is

expressed by that verb. For that reason, it is not altogether groundless that in

our common way of speaking, ‘to do’ [facere] is used for any verb.

S: What you say is clear to someone who desires to understand, although I do

not yet understand your aim in saying it.

T: You will come to understand it in what follows.

[3. On the senses of ‘to do’]

The verb ‘to do’ [facere] is commonly used for any verb, of whatever significa-

tion, whether finite or infinite, even for ‘not to do’. For if one asks concern-

ing someone,“What is he doing?”, if we pay careful attention, we see that ‘do’

is being used for any verb that might be used in reply, and that whatever verb

is used in reply is used for ‘do’.After all, no verb is correctly used in the reply

to someone who asks, “What is he doing?” unless that verb is understood in

the “doing” about which that person is asking.When the answer is given that

“He is reading” or “He is writing,” this has the same force as “This is what he

is doing: he is reading” or “This is what he is doing: he is writing.”

Now any verb can be used in reply to someone who asks this question. This

is quite clear in many cases, as in “He is singing” or “He is dictating.” In some

cases, however, one might have doubts: for example, “He is,” “He is living,”

“He can,”“He owes,”“He is named,”“He is called.” But no one will complain

if the answer to “What is he doing?” is “He is in church” or “He is living like

a good man” or “He has power over the whole city in which he lives” or “He

owes a great deal of money” or “He is named [i.e., renowned] above all his

neighbors” or “He is called before all others, wherever he may be.”

So any verb can on some occasion be used in response to someone who asks

“What is he doing?”, provided that there is someone who knows how to do
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The word for “exists” is the same as the word for “is.”

this properly.And so any verbs whatsoever that are used in response to some-

one who asks “What is he doing?” are used, as I have said, in place of ‘to do’

in the response, and ‘to do’ is used for them in the question, since what is said

in response is what is being asked about, and what is asked in the question is

what is being addressed in the response.

‘To do’ is often used for negative verbs, even for ‘not to do’. For example,

someone who does not love virtues and does not hate vices does ill, and some-

one who does not do what he ought not to do does well. In this way ‘to do’

is used for any verb, whether positive or negative, and every verb is ‘to do’.

Moreover, everything of which some verb is said is a cause that what is sig-

nified by the verb is the case; and in our common way of speaking, every cause

is said to ‘bring about’ [facere] that of which it is the cause. Hence, everything

of which any verb is predicated brings about what is signified by that verb. I

will pass right over those verbs that according to their signification are prop-

erly cases of bringing about, such as ‘to run’ and similar verbs; what I am say-

ing can be recognized even in other verbs that seem foreign to this property

of bringing about. For in this way someone who sits brings about sitting, and

one who undergoes brings about an undergoing, since if there were not some-

one who underwent there would be no undergoing, nor would anything be

named unless there were something that is named; and nothing would in any

way be said to exist unless that which is said to exist were first thought. For

when it is said that “A human being exists” or “A human being does not

exist,” the significate of this name is conceived in the mind before it is said to

exist or not to exist; and for that reason what is conceived is a cause that ‘exists’

is said of a human being. Also, if we say, “A human being is an animal,” the

human being is a cause of his being an animal and being called an animal. I

do not mean that the human being is a cause that an animal exists, but that

the human being is a cause that he himself is an animal and is called an animal.

For by means of the name ‘human being’ the whole human being is signified

and conceived, and animal is a part of that whole.And so in this case the part

follows from the whole in this way, because where the whole is, the part must

also be. So because the whole human being is conceived in the name ‘human

being’, the whole human being is himself a cause that he is an animal and is

called an animal, since the conception of the whole is a cause that the part is

conceived in it and is said of it. In this way, then, whenever ‘is’ is said of any-

thing at all—whether without qualification, as in “A human being exists,”4 or

with some qualification, as in “A human being is an animal” or “A human

being is healthy”—the prior conception of a human being is a cause of his

being said to be or not to be; it is also a cause that what is said is understood.
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John 3:20–21.

According to the foregoing argument, then, whenever a verb is predicated of

any thing at all, what is signified is that the thing brings about [facit] what is

expressed by that verb. For that reason, it is not altogether groundless that in

our common way of speaking, ‘to do’ [facere] is used for any verb, and every

verb is said to involve doing. Indeed, in the Gospel the Lord uses ‘do’ (or ‘act’,

which is the same thing) for any verb when he says,“Everyone who acts badly

hates the light” and “One who does the truth comes to the light.”5 Someone

acts badly who does what he ought not to do, or does not do what he ought

to do—where ‘do’ again is understood as standing in for any verb. For some-

one who is where or when he ought not to be, or who sits or stands where

or when he ought not to, and someone who is not or does not sit or does not

stand where or when he ought to, acts badly. By contrast, someone does the

truth who does what he ought to do and does not do what he ought not to

do. Similarly, someone who is or sits or stands where or when he ought to,

and someone who is not or does not sit or does not stand where or when he

ought not to, does the truth. In this way the Lord includes every positive or

negative verb in ‘to do’.

[4. On the modes of bringing about]

There is another point to consider about that same verb, namely, in how many

different ways we say ‘to do’ in our regular usage. Although this division has

many parts and is rather involved, I shall nonetheless say something about it—

as much as I think will be of use for what we are going to say and can give

some help to someone who might wish to carry out a more thorough inves-

tigation.

Some causes are called ‘efficient’—for example, someone who does some

writing; others by contrast with them are not called efficient—for example,

the material out of which something is made. Nonetheless, every cause (as I

have said) is said to ‘bring about’ [facere], and everything that is said to bring

about is named a cause. Now anything that is said to bring about either brings

it about that something is or brings it about that something is not. So every

bringing-about can be said to be either a ‘bringing about being’ or a ‘bring-

ing about non-being’. These two affirmations are contraries. Their negations

are ‘not bringing about being’ and ‘not bringing about non-being’, respec-

tively. But the affirmative ‘bringing about being’ is sometimes put in place of

the negative ‘not bringing about non-being’; conversely, ‘not bringing about

non-being’ is sometimes put in place of ‘bringing about being’. Similarly,

‘bringing about non-being’ and ‘not bringing about being’ are put in place of
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each other. For sometimes someone is said to bring it about that evil things

are, because he does not bring it about that they are not; and not to bring it

about that evil things are not, because he brings it about that they are; and to

bring it about that good things are not, because he does not bring it about that

they are; and not to bring about good things, because he brings it about 

that they are not.

Let us now provide a classification of ‘bringing about’. Now since, as has

been explained, bringing about is always of either being or non-being, it will

be incumbent upon us to add ‘being’ and ‘non-being’ to the individual modes

of bringing about, so that they are explicitly distinguished. Accordingly, we

predicate ‘bring about’ in six modes: two modes in which the cause (1) brings

about the being, or (2) does not bring about the non-being, of the very thing

that it is said to bring about; and four modes (3–6) in which the cause either

brings about or does not bring about the being or non-being of something

else. For we say that a given thing brings it about that something is, either (1)

because it brings about the being of the very thing it is said to bring about, or

(2) because it does not bring about the non-being of that very thing, or (3)

because it brings about the being of some other thing, or (4) because it does

not bring about the being of some other thing, or (5) because it brings about

the non-being of some other thing, or (6) because it does not bring about the

non-being of some other thing.

(1) In the first mode, when someone fatally stabs a person, he is said to bring

it about that that person is dead. For in this case he brings about through him-

self the very thing he is said to bring about.

(2) I do not have an example of the second mode in the case of bringing it

about that someone is dead, unless I imagine someone who could revive a

dead person but does not will to do so. If this were the case, he would be said

to bring it about that the person is dead according to the second mode, be-

cause he would not bring it about that the person is not dead. Examples are

plentiful in other sorts of cases. For example, we say that someone brings it

about that bad things exist, because he does not bring it about that they do

not exist, although he has the power to do that.

(3) It is according to the third mode that someone is said to have killed an-

other, that is, to have brought it about that he is dead, because he commanded

that he be killed, or because he brought it about that the killer had a sword,

or because he provoked the killing; also, if someone is said to have killed him-

self because he did something on account of which he was killed. For the peo-

ple in these cases did not bring about through themselves what they are said

to have brought about. That is, they did not kill or bring it about that some-

one was dead or was killed; rather, they brought this about by bringing some-

thing else about. They accomplished through an intermediary what they are

said to have brought about.



(4) It is in the fourth mode when we say that someone killed another per-

son because he did not offer weapons to the victim before he was killed, or

because he did not forestall the killer, or because he did not do something

such that, if he had done it, the victim would not have been killed. In these

cases too the people did not kill through themselves; rather, it was by not

bringing about something else that they brought about what they are said to

have brought about.

(5) The fifth mode is when someone is said to have killed another because

he brought it about that the victim was unarmed by taking away his weapons,

or because by opening a door he brought it about that the killer was not

locked in where he was being detained. Here again the one who is said to have

killed did not kill through himself, but through something else, by bringing it

about that something else did not exist.

(6) It is according to the sixth mode when someone is charged with killing

because he did not, by taking away the killer’s weapons, bring it about that the

killer was not armed, or because he did not whisk away the victim so that he

would not be accessible to the killer. In these cases too he did not kill through

himself, but through something else, that is, by not bringing it about that

something else did not exist.

The same classification applies to bringing about non-being. For whatever is

said to bring about the non-being of something is said to do so either (1) be-

cause it brings about the non-being of that very thing, or (2) because it does

not bring about the being of that thing, or (3) because it brings about the

being of some other thing, or (4) because it does not bring about the being of

some other thing, or (5) because it brings about the non-being of some other

thing, or (6) because it does not bring about the non-being of some other

thing.We can find examples of these in the killing of a human being, just as I

did for bringing about being.

(1) Just as someone who kills brings it about that someone is dead, in the

first mode of bringing about being, so too he brings it about that someone is

not alive, in the first mode of bringing about non-being.

(2) I do not have an example in the second mode of bringing it about that

someone is not living, unless, as I did above, I imagine someone who can re-

vive a dead person. For if he is unwilling to do so, he will be said in the second

mode to bring it about that the person is not living, because he does not bring

it about that he is living. For although being dead and not being alive are not

the same thing—after all, something is not dead unless it is deprived of life,

whereas many things are not alive but are not deprived of life: for example, a

stone—nonetheless, just as killing someone is nothing other than bringing it

about that someone is dead and not alive, so too reviving someone is the same

thing as bringing it about that someone is living and not dead. Of course there
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are many examples of this second mode in other cases. For example, someone

is said to bring it about that good things do not exist because he does not

bring it about that they exist even though he has the power to do so.

The examples that were given for bringing about being will suffice for the

other four modes, in which someone brings about or does not bring about

the being or non-being of something else.

[5. On the modes of bringing about non-being]

Let’s now talk about ‘bringing about non-being’, which I have said can also

be classified in six modes. These modes are in every respect the same as the

modes of ‘bringing about being’ except that in this case they are modes of

‘bringing about non-being’ rather than ‘bringing about being’.

(1) The first mode of ‘bringing about non-being’ is when something is said

to bring about non-being because it brings about the non-being of the very

thing whose non-being it is said to bring about. For example, someone who

kills a human being is said to bring it about that he is not alive, because he

brings about the very thing he is said to bring about.

(2) The second mode is when something is said to bring about non-being

because it does not bring about the being of the very thing whose non-being

it is said to bring about. The only way I can offer an example of this mode in

bringing it about that a human being is or is not alive is to imagine someone

who can bring it about that a dead person is alive. If he did not do so, he

would be said to bring it about that the dead person is not alive because he

did not bring it about that the dead person is alive. In any event, there are

plenty of examples in other cases. For example, suppose it is someone’s job to

bring it about that a house is illuminated at night. If he does not do what he

is supposed to, he is said to bring it about that the house is not illuminated,

because he does not bring it about that the house is illuminated.

(3) The third mode is when something is said to bring about non-being be-

cause it brings about the being of something other than the thing whose non-

being it is said to bring about, as when we say that A brought it about that B is

not alive because A brought it about that B’s killer was in possession of a sword.

(4) The fourth mode is when something is said to bring about non-being

because it does not bring about the being of something else, as when A is said

to have brought it about that B is not alive, because before B died A did not

bring it about that B was armed.

(5) The fifth mode is when something is said to bring about the non-being

of something because it brings about the non-being of something else, as

when A is said to bring it about that B is not alive because before B was killed

A brought it about that B was not armed.
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The Teacher here reverses the order of the fourth and fifth modes as described in sections

4 and 5.

(6) The sixth mode is when something brings about the non-being of some-

thing because it does not bring about the non-being of something else, as

when [A is said to bring it about that B is not alive because] A does not bring

it about that B’s killer is not armed by taking away his arms, even though he

can take them away.

And note that although ‘bringing about being’ and ‘not bringing about non-

being’ are put in place of each other, they do in fact differ. Properly speaking,

someone brings about being who brings it about that something exists that

did not exist,whereas ‘not bringing about non-being’ does not apply any more

to someone who brings it about that something exists than it does to some-

one who does not bring about either being or non-being. ‘Bringing about

non-being’ and ‘not bringing about being’ differ in the same way. Properly

speaking, someone brings about non-being who brings it about that what

used to exist no longer exists, whereas ‘not bringing about being’ is said

equally of one who brings it about that what used to exist no longer exists

and of one who does not bring about either being or non-being.

Now I offered these examples of ‘bringing about being’ and ‘bringing about

non-being’ using efficient causes, because these provide clearer cases of what

I wanted to show. But just as the aforesaid six modes are discerned in efficient

causes, so too they are also found in non-efficient causes, if anyone should care

to examine them attentively.

[6. More on the modes of ‘bringing about’]

S: I see it clearly.

T: I have taken these examples from efficient causes, because what I want to

show is clearer in efficient causes. But just as efficient causes in the five modes

following the first do not bring about what they are said to bring about, but,

as I have repeatedly shown through examples, are said to bring about what the

first brings about—the second mode by not bringing about the non-being of

what the first mode brings about, the third by bringing about the being of

something else, the fourth by bringing about the non-being of something else,

the fifth by not bringing about the being of something else,6 and the sixth by

not bringing about the non-being of something else—so too non-efficient

causes are also said to bring about, in accordance with the same modes. For

some of them are proximate, though not efficient, causes that what they are



said to bring about is the case; and others are remote causes, not that it is the

case but that something else is the case. For example, a window brings it about

that the house is bright. It is not an efficient cause, but it is a proximate cause

through which the light brings it about that what the window is said to bring

about is the case. It is a proximate [rather than a remote] cause because it

causes this to be the case through itself and not through another.This is in the

first mode of bringing about, since in its own way [i.e., non-efficiently] it

brings about the very thing that it is said to bring about. But if, when there is

no window or the window is closed, the window is said to bring it about that

the house is dark according to the second mode: it is said to bring it about

that the house is dark on the grounds that it does not bring it about that the

house is not dark. On the other hand, suppose we say that the one who made

the window brings it about that the house is bright, or that someone who did

not make a window brings it about that the house is dark; or suppose some-

one says that his land feeds him. These are all remote causes because they do

not bring about through themselves [what they are said to bring about].

Rather, someone brings it about through the window that he made, or that

he didn’t make when he should have; and the land brings it about through the

produce that it yields. And so, whether they are efficient or non-efficient,

causes in the first or second mode can be called proximate, whereas others are

remote.

The negations—‘not bringing about being’ and ‘not bringing about non-

being’—are divided into the same number of modes. One can recognize this

by using the examples I gave above for ‘bringing about being’ and ‘bringing

about non-being’ if one converts the affirmations into negations and the nega-

tions into affirmations. If in doing this someone wishes to preserve the order

I followed above, in the four modes after the second, let him state affirmatively

in the third mode what I said negatively in the fourth, and let him put nega-

tively in the fourth mode what was expressed affirmatively in the third. Sim-

ilarly, let him make the fifth mode the sixth and the sixth mode the fifth.And

it should be noted that in the negative modes, the first mode is purely a nega-

tion and does not imply anything else, whereas the other five present a nega-

tion that is equivalent to the contrary of the corresponding affirmation. For

someone who revives someone else is said in the second mode ‘not to bring

it about that he is dead’ as equivalent to ‘bringing it about that he is not dead’,

and ‘not to bring it about that he is not alive’ as equivalent to ‘bringing it about

that he is alive’. Now if we say of any of the following that he does not bring

it about that someone is dead, or that he does not bring it about that some-

one is not alive, this is understood as meaning that the one of whom we are

speaking brings it about (so far as this is in his power) that someone is not dead

or that someone is alive:
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Reading non facit illum esse armatum for non facit illum non esse armatum.Anselm says earlier

in this section that the fourth mode of the negation ‘not bringing about being’, which (4)

is intended to exemplify,“put[s] negatively . . . what was expressed affirmatively in the third”

mode of ‘bringing about being’. The third mode of bringing about being is exemplified

above (section 4) as follows: “someone is said to have . . . brought it about that [someone

else] is dead . . . because he brought it about that the killer had a sword.” Consequently, the

fourth mode of not bringing about being has to be that someone is said not to have brought

it about that someone else is dead because he did not bring it about that the killer was

armed.Accordingly, we can see that the second non is in error.
8

Exodus 32:6.

(3) in the third mode, one who brings it about that the intended victim is

armed by providing him with a weapon; or

(6) in the sixth mode, one who does not bring it about that the intended

victim is unarmed, even though he has the power to take away his weapons;

or

(5) in the fifth mode, one who brings it about that the person bent on killing

is unarmed by taking away his weapons; or

(4) in the fourth mode, one who, by refusing him a weapon, does not bring

it about that the person bent on killing is armed.7

The same basis for the division that I laid out in the case of ‘bringing about

being’ or ‘bringing about non-being’ applies to any verb that is conjoined 

with ‘bring about’ in a similar way, as for example if I say “I bring it about 

that you bring something about” or “I bring it about that you write some-

thing,” or “I bring it about that something is brought about” or “I bring it

about that something is written.”

[7. On the modes of other verbs]

These modes that I have laid out in the case of ‘bring about’ are also found in

other verbs in a somewhat similar way. Although not all the modes apply to

all verbs, one or more of them will apply in particular cases, and especially in

verbs that take other verbs as their complements, such as ‘ought’ and ‘can’.

These take verbs as their complements when we say “I can read” or “I can be

read” or “I ought to love” or “I ought to be loved.” There are also verbs that

do not take a verb as a complement, but rather some thing, as in “to eat bread”

and “to burn wood.” And there are some verbs that have no complement at

all, for example, “to lie down” or “to sleep”—although some such verbs do

appear to take a verb as their complement, as in “The people sat down to eat

and drink and rose up to play.”8 But that is not actually the case.“The people

sat down to eat and drink and rose up to play” is not said in the same way as
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“He wills to eat and drink and play.” For the former expression is resolved as

follows:“The people sat down in order to eat and drink and rose up in order

to play.”

Some of the modes described above are also found in the verb ‘to be’. Cer-

tainly the first two modes are easy to recognize.The other four, which involve

bringing it about or not bringing it about that something else exists or does

not exist, are more difficult to grasp, since there are many ways in which things

bring it about or do not bring it about that something else exists or does not

exist. But I shall say a few words on this subject, and you will be able to ob-

serve in Scripture or in common speech similar points that I will not discuss

explicitly.9

The verb ‘to be’ also resembles the verb ‘to do’. For something is said to be

what it is not, not because it is what it is said to be, but because there is some

other cause that this is said. For example, someone is said to be a foot for the

lame and an eye for the blind,10 not because he is what he is said to be, but

because he serves as a foot or as an eye.And the lives of the just who confront

many struggles because of their desire for eternal life are said to be blessed, not

because they in fact are, but because their lives are a cause of their being

blessed at some future time.

We also note a similarity between the verb ‘to have’ and the verb ‘to do’.

Someone who has no eyes is said to have eyes, not because he in fact has eyes,

but because he has something else that does for him what eyes do; and some-

one who has no feet is said to have feet because he has something else that

does for him what feet do.

It seems to me that whenever a name or verb is attributed improperly* to

some thing, the thing to which it is attributed is related to the thing of which

that name or verb is properly said as similar, or as cause, or as effect, or as genus,

or as species, or as whole, or as part, or as equivalent, or as representation, or

as what is represented (for although every representation bears some similar-

ity to the thing it represents, not everything that is similar is a representation

or something represented), or (as I was about to say) as signifying in some way

other than representation the thing whose name or verb it receives, or as sig-

nified by it, or as being in it; or, conversely, that of which it is properly said is

in that of which it is predicated improperly; or else the two are related as

someone who makes use of something and the thing of which he makes use,

in a case in which ‘to do’ is predicated.
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This paragraph is largely dedicated to sorting out an ambiguity that does not arise in

English. Latin sometimes uses non debere for debere non. The English equivalent for non debere

is ‘it is not the case that one ought’ or ‘one need not’; the English for debere non is ‘one ought

not’. Obviously we do not mix up these expressions in English—no one is tempted to say

“It is not the case that one ought to sin” or “One need not sin” to mean “One ought not

to sin,” and it would never occur to anyone to suppose that it is always a sin to do some-

Now all these modes that I identified in the verb ‘to do’ are sometimes found

in other verbs as well—at least one or more of them, even if not all of them

are found in each verb.After all, every verb is said according to the first mode

if it is said properly of some thing that does what the verb expresses: for

example,“he throws” or “he sits” or “he runs” (when he does this with his feet)

or “he builds a house” (when he does this with his hands) or “daylight exists”

or “the sun shines” and so forth.

By contrast, if what is expressed by the verb is not done by the subject, it is

said according to some mode other than the first: for example, if someone is

said to build a house who does not actually do anything but merely gives

orders, or when we say “The horseman gallops” when the horseman doesn’t

gallop but makes the horse gallop. So whenever we hear a verb applied to

some thing that does not do what is expressed by the verb, careful examina-

tion will find that the verb is said in one of the five modes, following the first,

that I have described.

So when someone tells me,“I ought to be loved by you,” he is speaking im-

properly. For if he ought, he is obligated to be loved by me; and so he ought

to demand from himself that he be loved by me, since he is the one under an

obligation, and if he does not carry out what he ought to do, he is sinning.

But that’s not how he understands what he is saying, even though that’s the

way he puts it. He says he ought to be loved by me because he makes it the

case that I ought to love him.After all, if he has done something to deserve it,

he has made it the case that I ought to love him; and if he has not done any-

thing to deserve it, by the mere fact that he is a human being he has in him-

self a reason why I ought to love him. Thus,‘ought’ is said of someone who is

not under an obligation but somehow makes it the case that someone else is

under an obligation, because he is a cause of the other person’s being under

an obligation—just as I showed earlier that ‘do’ is said of someone who does

not do anything but is the cause, in one of the ways described earlier, of some-

one else’s doing something. In this same way it is said that the poor ought to

receive help from the rich. The poor are not under the obligation; rather, they

are in need of this help, and their need is the cause by which the poor make

the rich obligated to give them that help.

We also say that we are not obligated to sin instead of saying that we are ob-

ligated not to sin.11 For if one examines this properly, not everyone who does
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thing we need not do. Since the point will be lost in English anyway, translation is hopeless;

but I’ve done my best by using ‘is obligated’ and ‘ought’ to translate debere, ‘is not obligated’

to translate non debere, ‘is obligated not to . . .’ to translate debere non, and ‘is [not] under an

obligation’ to translate debitor [non] esse.
12

That is, no one says that a man is obligated not to get married.
13

Cf. Cur Deus Homo, Book 2, Chapter 18.
14

It helps to think of ‘forgive’ in the sense in which we speak of ‘forgiving a debt’—that

is, canceling the debt without requiring repayment.

what he is not obligated to do sins. For just as ‘to be obligated’ is the same as

‘to be under an obligation’, so too ‘not to be obligated’ is the same as ‘not to

be under an obligation’. And human beings do not always sin when they do

something they are not under an obligation to do. For example, a man is not

under an obligation to get married, since it is permissible for him to remain a

virgin. It follows from this that he is not obligated to get married; yet if he

does get married, he does not sin. Therefore, a man does not always sin when

he does something he is not obligated to do, if ‘not to be obligated’ is under-

stood properly.Yet no one denies that a man ought to get married.12 There-

fore, he is both obligated and not obligated. But if we are mindful of what was

said earlier, then just as we say ‘not bring about being’ for ‘bring about non-

being’, we also say ‘is not obligated to do’ for ‘is obligated not to do’. And so

wherever we find ‘is not obligated to sin’, it is said for ‘is obligated not to sin’.

This usage is so common that no one takes it to mean anything other than ‘is

obligated not to sin’. Now as for saying that a man ought to get married if he

wants to,“He ought to get married” is said for “He is not obligated not to get

married,” just as I showed earlier that ‘bring about being’ is said for ‘not bring

about non-being’. In exactly the same way, then, just as we say ‘is not obligated

to do’ for ‘is obligated not to do’, we also say ‘ought to do’ for ‘is not obligated

not to do’. Granted, ‘ought to do’ can also be understood in the sense it has

when we say that God ought to rule over all things.After all, God is not ob-

ligated to do anything, but all things ought to be subject to him. So it is said

that God ought to rule over all things because he is the cause of the fact that

all things ought to be subject to him, just as I said the poor ought to receive

help from the rich because what causes the rich to be obligated to give them

that help is in the poor. So it can be said in this sense that a man ought to get

married, since everything that is up to a given person ought to be subject to

that person’s will. And it is up to every man who has not taken a vow of

celibacy whether he gets married or not. Therefore, since getting married or

not ought to be up to his will, it is said that he ought to get married if he

wants to and he is not obligated to get married if he does not want to.13

But when we pray that God will forgive14 us our sins, it would not actually

help us if God did for us exactly what our words express. For if God forgives
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Keep in mind that ‘will’ and ‘want’ are the same verb in Latin.

us our sins, he does not remove them or take them away from us. Rather,

when we pray for our sins to be forgiven, we are not praying that our sins

themselves will be forgiven, but that what we owe on account of our sins will

be forgiven. For sins cause it to be the case that we owe these debts, which we

need to have forgiven; that is why we pray for our sins to be forgiven when

we ought to pray for our debts to be forgiven.What we are praying for in this

case is not that our sins will be forgiven but that the debts caused by our sins

will be forgiven. This is made clear in the Lord’s Prayer when we say “forgive

us our debts.”15 This accounts for the fact that in the usual way of speaking,

someone says to a man who has burned down his house or inflicted some

other sort of harm on him,“Make good the damage you have caused,” and the

one who burned down his house says,“Forgive me the damage that I caused

you.”This is not taken to mean that the damage should be restored or forgiven,

but that what was destroyed by the damage should be made good, and that

what ought to be given in restitution for the damage should be forgiven.

Along these same lines, the Lord says that those whom we mercifully forgive,

and to whom we mercifully give,“will give into your bosom a good measure,

pressed down, shaken together, and running over,”16 because those to whom

mercy is shown are the cause that a reward is given to those who show mercy,

and so they are said to give the reward.

[8. On will and willing]

We say ‘to will’ in the same six modes in which we say ‘to bring about being’.

Similarly, we say ‘to will non-being’ in the same variety of ways in which we

say ‘to bring about non-being’.

Notice that we sometimes will in such a way that, if we are able, we bring it

about [facere] that what we will is the case: for example, when a sick person

wills health. For he brings it about that he is healthy, if he can; and if he can-

not, he would bring it about if he could. This will can be called “efficient,”

since, so far as it is in the will’s power, it brings it about [efficit] that what it

wills is the case.

Sometimes, however, we will something that we can bring about but don’t;

and yet, if it is brought about, it pleases us, and we approve. Suppose someone

were to say to me that some naked pauper whom I do not will to clothe is

naked because I want17 him to be naked or because I do not want him to be

clothed. I respond that I want him to be clothed and not to be naked, and I
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approve of his being clothed more than his being naked, even though I do not

bring it about that he is clothed.We can call this will, by which I will in this

way that he be clothed, an “approving” will.

We also will in another way, if, for example, a creditor, by way of accommo-

dating his debtor, wills to accept barley in place of the wheat that the debtor

cannot repay. We can call this a merely “concessive” will. For the creditor

would prefer the wheat, but because of his debtor’s neediness he makes a con-

cession and allows the debtor to pay back barley.

It is also a common way of speaking to say that someone wills what he nei-

ther approves nor concedes, but merely permits, although he could prevent it.

For example, when a ruler does not will to crack down on robbers and plun-

derers within his domain, we complain that he wills the evil things that they

do, even though they displease him, because he wills to permit them.

Now it seems to me that every will is included in this fourfold division. Of

these four different sorts of will, the one that I have called “efficient will”

brings about, so far as it can, what it wills; it also approves, concedes, and per-

mits it.The approving will, by contrast, does not bring about what it wills, but

merely approves, concedes, and permits it. The concessive will, however, nei-

ther brings about nor approves what it wills, except for the sake of something

else, but merely concedes and permits it. And the permissive will neither

brings about nor approves nor concedes what it wills, but merely permits it,

though deploring it.

Holy Scripture makes use of all these different sorts of willing. I shall offer a

few examples of this.When it is said of God that “all things whatsoever that

he willed, he made,”18 and “he has mercy on whom he wills,”19 this is efficient

will, and it belongs to the first mode of willing to be, after the likeness of caus-

ing to be, since God wills the very thing that he is said to will.

But when we read that “he hardens whom he wills,”20 this is permissive will,

and it is in the second mode of willing to be, since God is said to will some-

one to be hardened on the grounds that he does not will by an efficient will

that the person not be hardened; that is, God does not will to bring it about

that he is not hardened. Now if we say that God wills to harden him because

he does not will to soften him, the meaning will be the same, and it will like-

wise be a case of permissive will, but in the fourth mode of willing to be. For

God is said to will to harden him on the grounds that he does not will some-

thing else, namely, that he be softened. For someone who softens brings it

about that someone is soft and that he is not hardened.



BASIC WRITINGS412

21
1 Timothy 2:4.

22
There are two additional fragmentary remarks on the subject of will that Schmitt omits

from his edition: (1) “Sometimes we will something for its own sake, as when we will health,
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mit something to be done that nevertheless displeases us.”
23

Throughout this section as well I have translated facere as both ‘do’ and ‘bring about’.

But when we hear that “God wills that every human being be saved,”21 this

is an approving will, and like God’s willing to harden, it will be in the second

mode of willing to be, since he does not will to bring it about that anyone is

not saved, and in the fourth mode, since he does not will something else,

namely, he does not will by an efficient will that a human being be damned,

that is, he does not will to bring about that on account of which a human

being is damned. This was said as a response to those who say that God’s will

is the cause of their being not just but unjust, and of their not being saved. For

the injustice on account of which they are damned is from them; it does not

come from God’s will.

If we say that “God wills that virginity be preserved,” this is an efficient 

will in the first mode of willing to be in the case of those in whom God 

brings it about that they preserve virginity. But in others it is an approving 

will, either because he does not will by an efficient will that it not be pre-

served (which is in the second mode) or because he does not will that 

it be violated (which is in the fourth mode).22

[9. On causes]

Now some causes are called efficient—for example, an artisan (for he makes

his product) and wisdom (which makes someone wise)—whereas others by

contrast with them are not called efficient—for example, the matter from

which something is made, and place and time, in which placed and temporal

things are made. Nevertheless, every cause is said, in its own way, to bring about

[something]; and everything that is said to bring about [something] is named

a cause.23

Every cause brings about something. But one sort brings it about, and is the

cause, that that which it is said to bring about—whether being or non-

being—is the case; another sort does not bring it about that that which it is

said to bring about is the case, but merely that it is said [to be the case]. Thus,

both the executioner and Herod are equally said to have killed John [the Bap-

tist], since each brought it about, and was the cause, that what they are said to

have brought about was the case.



An example: the fact that the Lord Jesus in his infancy and boyhood inter-

acted with Joseph as though he were Joseph’s son brought it about, and was

the cause, not that he was Joseph’s son, but that he was called Joseph’s son. Now

I shall first say something, as God grants me, about the cause that brings it about

that what it is said to bring about is the case, and then about the other sort.

Now some of the former sort are proximate causes, which by themselves

bring about what they are said to bring about, with no other intermediate

cause existing between them and the effect that they bring about; others are

remote causes, which do not bring about by themselves what they are said to

bring about, without one or more other intermediate causes. For a fire, the

one who kindles the fire, and the one who orders that the fire be kindled all

bring about the burning, but the fire brings about the burning by itself, with-

out any intermediate cause between it and its effect. By contrast, the one who

kindles the fire brings about the burning with the fire alone as an intermedi-

ate; and the one who commands that the fire be kindled brings about the

burning by means of two other intermediate causes: the fire and the one who

kindles it.And so some causes bring about by themselves that which they are

said to bring about, whereas others bring about something that is then ade-

quate to produce that same effect, in which case the cause is remote.

It does sometimes happen, however, that an effect is primarily attributed to

the cause that brings about something else rather than to the cause that brings

about that same effect by itself. For example, we attribute to a ruler that which

is done by his command and authority; and we say of someone who does

something because of which he is killed that he was killed by himself rather

than by someone else.

Now just as some efficient causes are proximate causes that bring about by

themselves what they are said to bring about, whereas others are remote causes

that bring it about through an intermediary, the same is true in non-efficient

causes. For the iron of a sword is a proximate cause and in its way brings about

the sword through itself, without there being any other cause as an interme-

diate; and earth, from which iron is made, is a remote cause of the sword,

bringing it about through something else, that is, through an intermediate,

which is the iron. For every cause has causes, all the way up to God, the

supreme cause of all, who, because he is the cause of all things that are any-

thing, has no cause.Also, every effect has many causes, and causes of different

kinds, except for the first effect, when the supreme cause alone created all

things. Indeed, in the killing of one human being the one who kills is a cause,

as is the one who commands the killing, as is that on account of which he is

killed, as well as the place and the time apart from which the killing is not

done, as well as many others.

Also, some causes are said to bring about [facere] by acting [faciendo], but

others by not acting—and sometimes not merely by not acting but by not
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even existing. For in this way someone who does not prevent bad things is said

to bring it about that they exist, and someone who does not bring about good

things is said to bring it about that they do not exist.And in the same way, just

as when teaching is present it brings it about that good things exist and bad

things do not exist, so too when it is absent, we affirm that through its absence

it brings it about that bad things exist and good things do not exist. But these

sorts of causes are included among those that are said to bring about by not

acting.

Now although causes are quite commonly said to bring something about

not through themselves but through another, that is, through an intermedi-

ate—for which reason they can be called remote causes in such a case—

nonetheless, every cause has its own proximate effect that it brings about

through itself and of which it is the proximate cause. For example, someone

who lights a fire is the proximate cause of the fire, and through the fire as an

intermediate he brings about burning, of which he is the remote cause. So

when something is a proximate cause it is said properly to bring about, be-

cause it brings about through itself; whereas when something is a remote

cause, it is said to bring about [the remote effect] on the grounds that it brings

about something else [that in turn brings about the remote effect].

Every cause is either being or non-being, and similarly, every effect is either

being or non-being, since every cause either brings about being or brings

about non-being. Now by ‘being’ I mean everything that is expressed without

a negation, whether in one word or in more than one, and by ‘non-being’ I

mean what is said by means of a negation.When the sun is named, a being is

said, but it is not yet signified to be a cause. Likewise, when I say ‘shines’, I say

something, but I do not yet signify that it is an effect of something. But when

I say “The sun shines,” ‘sun’ is the cause and ‘shines’ the effect, and each of

them is something and a being, since the sun has its being and brings it about

that light has being. So in this case the cause is a being and the effect is a being.

On the other hand, if I say “The sun brings it about that it is not night,” in

this case the cause is a being and the effect a non-being. Similarly, I can ex-

press a being using a plurality of words. For example, the sun’s being over the

earth is something, and it brings it about that it is day and that it is not night.

Here a being brings about both a being and a non-being. The sun’s not being

over the earth brings it about that it is night and that it is not day. In that sen-

tence a non-being brings about both a being and a non-being. Just as that

which is said to bring about is clearly a cause, so too that which in any way is

signified to be a cause brings about the thing whose cause it is said to be. For

example, if one says,“It is day, and it is not night, on account of the presence

of the sun,” or “It is night and it is not day, on account of the absence of the

sun,” that is the same as saying,“The presence of the sun brings it about that

it is day and that it is not night” and “The absence of the sun brings it about
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24
Psalm 109:24 (108:24).

25
‘Not-man’ is offered as an example of an indefinite name.

that it is night and that it is not day.” And so someone who says, “My knees

are weak from fasting and my flesh has been transformed because of oil,”24 is

saying the same as this: “Fasting has weakened my knees and oil has trans-

formed my flesh”; but fasting did this because it was present and oil because

it was absent, that is, because it was not present. For often some cause is said

to bring about being and non-being by means of its presence and absence,

even though ‘presence’ and ‘absence’ are not said explicitly—as, for example,

in “The sun makes day exist and not exist, and it makes night exist and not

exist.” But it brings about some things by means of its presence and others by

means of its absence.

[10. On the senses of ‘something’]

We say ‘something’ in four ways:

1. What we properly call ‘something’ is what is uttered by means of its name

and is conceived in the mind and exists in reality, such as a stone or a log. For

these things are named by means of their own terms and are conceived in the

mind and exist in reality.

2. What has a name and a mental conception but does not exist in reality,

such as a chimera, is also called ‘something’. For a certain mental conception

in the likeness of an animal is signified by this name; nevertheless, a chimera

does not exist in reality.

3. We are also accustomed to call ‘something’ that which has only a name,

without any conception of that name in the mind, and which is without any

being at all, such as injustice and nothing. For we say that injustice is some-

thing when we claim that someone who is punished for injustice is punished

for something.And we say that nothing is something if we say something like

“Something is nothing” or “Something is not nothing,” since whether the

statement is true or false, we are saying that ‘something’ is affirmed of some-

thing or that ‘something’ is denied of something. Nonetheless, ‘injustice’ and

‘nothing’ have no conception in the mind, although they do constitute an un-

derstanding in the way that indefinite names do. You see, to constitute an 

understanding is not the same as to constitute something in the understand-

ing.‘Not-man’25 constitutes an understanding because it makes someone who

hears it understand that man is not contained in, but rather is excluded from,

the signification of this word. It does not, however, constitute something in the

understanding that is the significate of this word, in the way that ‘man’ consti-



tutes a certain conception of that which this name signifies. In this way ‘injus-

tice’ excludes required justice and does not posit anything else in the under-

standing, and ‘nothing’ excludes something and does not posit anything in the

understanding.

4. We even call ‘something’ that which does not have its own name or any

conception or any existence, as when we say that a non-being is something

and a non-being exists. For when we say that the sun’s not being above the

earth makes it not be day, if every cause is called ‘something’ and every effect

is called ‘something’, we will not deny that the sun’s not being above the earth

and its not being day are something, since one is a cause and the other an ef-

fect. Now we say that a non-being exists when someone denies that some-

thing exists and we reply by asserting that it is just as he says it is—when in

fact, if we were speaking properly, we ought rather to say that it is not just as

he says it is not.

Therefore, although ‘something’ is predicated in four ways, in only one of

them is ‘something’ predicated properly; the others are not something but

quasi-something (because we speak of them as if [quasi] they were something).
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ACCIDENT: An accident is a feature something has that does not belong to its

essence* (sense 3).

ACCIDENTAL (NATURE): An accidental nature is simply an accident.*

ACCIDENTALLY: (1) “differ accidentally”: If two things have the same essence

but differ from each other in some way, they are said to differ accidentally. For

example, two human beings differ accidentally, since they have the same

essence but differ in their accidents;* a human being and a cat differ substan-

tially,* since they have different essences. (2) “said (or predicated) acciden-

tally”: see substantially/essentially.*

BODY: The word ‘body’ is used more broadly in philosophy than in ordinary

language. Any material object at all is a body in the philosophical sense.

(Similarly, in scientific language we might speak of “a body in motion.”) So

chairs and tables are bodies, as are the bodies of human beings and other liv-

ing creatures.

CONSUBSTANTIAL: The Nicene Creed says that God the Son is consubstantial

with the Father; that is, God the Son is one in being with the Father.

It might be helpful for the reader to have the relevant portions of the Nicene

Creed.The italicized phrases are those that Anselm deals with explicitly in the

Monologion. Following each phrase is the number of the chapter in which he

argues for the truth of that phrase.

I believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son (42) of God, begot-

ten of the Father (42) before all worlds (32), God from God, Light from Light, true

God from true God, begotten (40–41), not made (29), consubstantial with the Father

(29). Through him all things were made (29). . . . I believe in the Holy Spirit, the

Lord and Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father and the Son (50, 54).

DIFFERENCE: In a definition, the difference is what sets apart one sort of thing

from others in the same genus.* For example, in the definition of human

being as “rational animal,” rational is the difference that sets human beings apart

from other things in the genus animal.

EFFICIENT CAUSE: In Chapter 6 of the Monologion Anselm distinguishes three

sorts of causes.The efficient cause is the one that more or less corresponds to our

ordinary usage of the word ‘cause’ (though note the broader characterization
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of efficient causes in Lambeth Fragments 9). The efficient cause of x is what-

ever brings about or produces x. The material cause of a thing is the matter

out of which it is made; the instrumental cause of a thing is any tool that was

used in bringing it about. To use a standard example, the material cause of a

marble statue is the marble it is made of, the instrumental cause is the sculp-

tor’s chisel or other tools, and the efficient cause is the sculptor.

In Chapter 6 of the Monologion Anselm is generally careful to use different

prepositions for each of the three causes.A thing is said to come about “by the

agency of ” an efficient cause, “from” a material cause, and “by means of ” an

instrumental cause.

ESSENCE (LATIN, ESSENTIA): Anselm uses the word essentia in a variety of ways:

(1) It signifies the individual thing that exists. In this usage “an essence” is syn-

onymous with “an existent being.” (2) Sometimes it is used to indicate what

a present-day philosopher might call “ontological status.” In this sense one

might say that darkness, for example, has no essence, because it is nothing

more than the absence of light, whereas light has essence because it is some-

thing in its own right. To say that darkness has no essence, in this sense, is

therefore equivalent to saying that it is nothing and that it is not something.

(3) It sometimes signifies the nature of a thing. For example, the essence of a

human being is to be rational and animal. Such other features as being tall or

short, dark or fair, male or female are accidents.* (4) Sometimes (particularly

in On Truth 7) Anselm uses it strictly as the abstract noun corresponding to

esse, “to be,” where that verb includes the meanings “exists” and “is a certain

way.” In such cases I translate essentia as ‘being’, and ‘being’ should be under-

stood to include the meanings ‘existence’ and ‘being a certain way’. (5) Oc-

casionally it simply means ‘existence’.

ESSENTIALLY: See substantially/essentially.*

ETERNAL: To say that God is eternal is not to say that he exists at all times.

Rather, it is to say that God exists outside time altogether. That is, he exists in

such a way that he has no past, present, or future; all of his existence is simul-

taneous.

GENUS: In a definition, the genus is the general classification to which the

thing defined belongs. For example, in the definition of human being as “ra-

tional animal,” animal is the genus to which human beings belong. (See also

difference.*)

IMPASSIBLE: This word comes from the Latin pati, “to undergo or suffer,”

which is contrasted with agere, “to do or act.” To say that God is impassible

therefore means that he cannot suffer or undergo anything. He cannot be

acted upon by anything else; he simply acts.
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IMPROPERLY: A word is used improperly when it is used in a way that is mis-

leading or not philosophically precise.Anselm is concerned in particular about

expressions that, if taken literally, seem to attribute a power, obligation, or

characteristic to something that does not actually have that power, obligation,

or characteristic. For example, if I say “Elderly parents ought to be supported

by their children,” I seem to be attributing an obligation to the parents. But in

fact it is the children who have an obligation, the obligation to support their

parents; so Anselm would say that I am using the word ‘ought’ improperly. See

also PROPERLY.*

IMPUTED: An act is imputed to an agent whenever the agent is held to be

both causally and morally responsible for the act.

NATURAL/NATURALLY: An act is natural (or someone acts naturally) when the

act can be fully explained by the nature God gave the agent.

NATURE: ‘Nature’ is interchangeable with essence* in senses 1, 2, and 3.

NECESSARY: A proposition is necessary (or necessarily true) if it is not possible

for that proposition to be false.An action is necessary if it is not spontaneous.*

NECESSITY: An action is said to happen out of necessity if it is not done spon-

taneously.*

POSTERIOR TO: There are a number of different ways in which something can

be posterior to something else. For example, x is posterior to y if (1) x is later

in time than y, or (2) x is caused by y, or (3) the existence or truth of x is ex-

plained by the existence or truth of y, but not vice versa.

PRIOR (IN NATURE): x is prior in nature to y if and only if x explains, accounts

for, or causes y. Priority in nature does not imply priority in time, as Anselm

argues in Chapter 22 of On Truth.

PROPERLY: A word is used properly when it is used strictly and literally, not

loosely or in a way that is apt to be misleading or violates precise philosoph-

ical usage.

QUALITY/QUANTITY/QUIDDITY: These three terms (Anselm uses only the first

two) are associated with three different kinds of questions one can ask about

a thing. One can ask “Quid est?” or “What is it?” The answer to that question

will tell you a thing’s quiddity—in other words, its essence* (sense 3). One can

ask “Qualis est?” or “What sort of thing is it?” (more colloquially, “What’s it

like?”).The answer to that question will tell you some quality a thing has, such

as justice or goodness. Finally, one can ask “Quantum est?” or “How great is

it?” The answer to that question will tell you something about the quantity of

the thing, as for example whether it is great or small.Anselm argues in Chap-

ter 16 of the Monologion that when we apply words like ‘just’ and ‘great’ to



God, they do not signify some quality or quantity of God’s. Rather, they sig-

nify his essence. For example, justice is not a quality God has, as if God were

one thing and his justice some other thing. Rather, justice is what God is.

RELATIVE(S): ‘Daughter’, for example, is a relative (or “relative term”), since it

implies a relation to a parent. Someone is called a daughter, not because of

what she is in herself, but because of the relation she has to someone else.

RELATIVELY: Anselm claims that relatives* are not said substantially* of things.

In the sentence, “Mary is a daughter,” ‘daughter’ is not said substantially of

Mary, since it does not signify her essence or substance. Instead, it is said rela-

tively of Mary. If instead one said “Mary is rational,” ‘rational’ would be said

substantially of Mary, since being rational is part of the essence of being

human.

SEVERAL: I sometimes use ‘several’ to translate the Latin word plures, which

means “more than one.” The reader should therefore keep in mind that ‘sev-

eral’ need not imply a large number; it simply implies more than one.

SIMPLE: To say that God is simple is to say that he has no parts. More specif-

ically, Anselm argues that God has no spatial parts, no temporal parts, and no

metaphysical parts.

SIMPLY: See unqualified/in an unqualified sense/simply.*

SPONTANEOUS(LY): ‘Spontaneous’ and ‘spontaneously’ are used in this transla-

tion to represent the Latin spontaneus and sponte in contexts in which the usual

English equivalents (such as ‘willingly’,‘freely’, or ‘of one’s own accord’) could

be misleading; they do not connote impulsiveness or lack of premeditation, as

they do in ordinary usage. An act is spontaneous (or an agent acts sponta-

neously) when the act can be fully explained only by reference to something

that originates within the agent. For example,Anselm argues in On the Fall of

the Devil that the sin of the angels was spontaneous, because it was up to them

whether to sin or not; the powers and the knowledge they had received from

God were not enough to explain either their sinning or their remaining just.

If an act is not spontaneous, it is natural.*

SUBSIST: ‘Subsist’ means “to exist (as a substance).” In other words, saying that

a substance subsists is exactly the same as saying that it exists. But accidents*
do not subsist; they can only exist in a substance, not as a substance.

SUBSISTENT: An individual existent being; a thing that subsists.

SUBSTANCE: The word ‘substance’ is used in a variety of ways: (1) It can be

used interchangeably with essence* (senses 1 or 3). (2) It can be used to sig-

nify the individual thing that underlies accidents.* In Chapter 79 of the

Monologion Anselm argues that individual things are properly called substances

because they “stand under” (substant) accidents. He argues in Chapter 26 of the
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Monologion that God cannot be called a substance in sense (2), because he does

not, strictly speaking, have any accidents. (3) It has a technical usage in Trini-

tarian theology. Anselm explains his use of the term in the Prologue to the

Monologion and in Chapter 16 of On the Incarnation of the Word with reference

to a terminological difference between the Eastern Church (“the Greeks”)

and the Western Church (“the Latins”).

SUBSTANTIAL (NATURE): A substantial nature is simply a substance.

SUBSTANTIALLY/ESSENTIALLY: (1) “differ substantially”: Two things differ sub-

stantially when they have a different essence* (sense 3). For example, a dog and

a horse differ substantially, whereas two horses differ only accidentally.* (2)

“said (or predicated) substantially”: In the sentence “Socrates is human,”

‘human’ is said substantially (or essentially) of Socrates. That is, ‘human’ signi-

fies something belonging to Socrates’ substance* or essence* (sense 3). Con-

trast this with ‘pale’ in “Socrates is pale.” Being pale is not part of Socrates’

substance or essence, and so in that sentence ‘pale’ is not said of Socrates sub-

stantially, but instead accidentally.*When Anselm asks what can be said of God

substantially, he is asking what terms (if any) signify God’s essence.

SUSTAINER: Recently the practice has arisen of speaking of the Trinity as

“Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer” rather than as “Father, Son, and Holy

Spirit.” It is therefore important for me to point out that when Anselm uses

the word ‘Sustainer’ he is not referring exclusively to the Holy Spirit.When

the word is first introduced in Chapter 14 of the Monologion, it refers to God

the Father. Later, after Anselm has argued that all three persons of the Trinity

are Creator, we can assume that all three are also Sustainer, since he argues in

Chapter 14 of the Monologion that the same agency both creates and sustains

all things.

UNQUALIFIED/IN AN UNQUALIFIED SENSE/SIMPLY (LATIN, SIMPLEX/SIM-

PLICITER): The colloquial English equivalent is “period” (or in British English,

“full stop”). For example,“God is an unqualified good” or “God is good in an

unqualified sense” or “God is simply good” means that God is good, period;

no qualification of the statement is necessary (or even possible).A creature, by

contrast, can only be good in a certain respect or for a certain purpose or to a cer-

tain degree. Similarly, Anselm says that God exists in an unqualified sense, or

“simply exists.” Creatures exist for a time or in a certain way or to a certain extent;

God just exists, period.

WORD: The Prologue to the Gospel according to John states,“In the begin-

ning was the Word.And the Word was with God; and the Word was God.All

things were made through him, and without him was nothing made.” As

Anselm explains it,‘Word’ is a particularly apt name for God the Son, since he

is God’s utterance of himself and of creation. In keeping with these words from

GLOSSARY 421



Scripture as well as the Nicene Creed (see consubstantial*),Anselm argues that

this utterance or Word existed in the beginning (that is, eternally: see Chapter

32, Monologion); that he is God (Chapter 29); and that all things were made

through him (Chapter 29).
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accidents: 35–37, 72; as related to 

immutability, 35–37; God has none,

35–37, 72, 226

Achilles: 132

action vs. passion: 130–31

advantage/the advantageous (see also

happiness): 177–78, 191, 194, 371,

389, 391–93

agent vs. patient: 130–31

angel created part by part (thought

experiment): 188–95

appetite, bodily/carnal: 155, 330, 333,

335, 384, 391–93

Augustine: vii, viii, 2, 45, 81, 100, 224,

235, 249

baptism: 332, 333, 354, 358–59, 375–76,

383–87

Bec: vii–ix, 213, 245

belief (see also faith): necessary for 

understanding, 81, 215–16, 218, 237;

vs. belief in, 70–71

Boethius: definition of eternity in,

35n.; definition of person in, 72n.

Boso: 245–329

bringing about: 397–406

‘can’ and ‘cannot’, signification of:

84–85, 129–32, 187–90, 315–17

cause: 169–70, 412–15; efficient,

12–13, 211, 400, 404–5, 412–13,

417–18; proximate vs. remote,

404–5, 413–14

composites: 24–25, 223; all things in

time and place are composites,

29–32, 106, 108

confirmation of the good angels: 115,

165, 180–81, 208–9, 268–69

craftsman: 11, 17, 19, 100, 384, 412;

analogous to God as Creator,

17–19; disanalogous to God as 

Creator, 19

creatures: changeable, 38, 40, 44;

different levels of dignity, 10, 40–41;

do not exist in an unqualified sense,

37–38, 421; exist from God, 11,

13–15, 20–21; exist through God,

9–11, 13–15, 20–21; imitate the

Word, 40–41; made by God, 13–17;

made from nothing, 15–17; not

nothing before they were made, 17;

sustained in existence by God, 20

Cur Deus Homo, circumstances of

composition: x, 238–39, 329

death of Christ: 130, 253–60,

298–304, 306–8, 310–11, 319–21

debt owed to God: 261–62, 278–79,

282, 285–87, 294, 303, 307, 319–20,

323, 324, 329, 330–31, 338–41,

343–44, 346, 410

devil: 115, 123, 125, 160, 167–212 

passim, 229, 248–53, 269–70,

275–76, 277–78, 282–84, 298, 303,

INDEX



324–25, 372, 391; cannot be recon-

ciled with God, 325; had no just

claim on humanity, 251–53

dialecticians: 217

‘do’: 396–400

elements: 14

eternity: definition in Boethius, 35n.;

of God: 24, 26, 30–35, 37–38, 89,

91–93, 95, 234–35, 365–68, 374; of

other eternal things, 88–89

evil: in the will, 181–82, 210–11,

331–37; is nothing, 183–87, 210,

335–37, 370; is sometimes something,

210, 335–36, 371

existence of God: proof from exis-

tence, 9–10; proof from goodness,

7–8; proof from greatness, 8; proof

from levels of dignity, 10–11; proof

from “that than which a greater 

cannot be thought,” 81–82, 105–13

faith: 214–18, 381–87; in what is 

incomprehensible, 62–63; living vs.

dead, 71, 376

fall: x, 79, 167–212 passim, 268,

269–73, 295; angelic foreknowledge

of, 202–5; of human nature, 274;

rejoicing over another’s, 271–72

foreknowledge of God: 147, 203,

361–74

forgiveness: 261–63, 278, 286, 287,

289, 308, 323, 353, 358, 359, 384,

385, 387, 409–10

freedom: 115, 147–212 passim,

299–300; and divine foreknowledge,

361–74; and salvation, 368–69;

definition of freedom of choice: 151,

164, 369; divisions of, 164–65;

purpose of, 150–51; relation to 

divine grace, 147, 374–94

Gaunilo: viii, 99–116

God: as Truth, ix; brings good out of

evil, 266; cannot be thought not to

exist, 82–83, 105–13; cannot sin,

84–85, 190, 263–64, 316, 362, 396;

creatures exist through him, 9–11,

20–21; does not exist from nothing

or through nothing, 11–13; does not

have but is his qualities, 23–24, 88;

exists from himself, 36; exists in an

unqualified sense, 37–38, 92; exists

through himself, 9–10,12–13, 36;

freedom of, 147, 164–65, 263–64;

good through himself, 7–8, 21; great

through himself, 8, 21; greater than

can be thought, 90; the Holy Spirit,

see Spirit; has no accidents (in the

strict sense), 35–36; has no begin-

ning or end, 25–26, 34–35, 93, 105,

112; Lord and Ruler of all, 73; made

creatures from nothing, 15–17; not a

body, 23, 37, 84; not composed of

the three persons, 222–24; the only

God, 73, 226; only object of prayer

and worship, 73; percipient, 84;

relation to time and place, 28–35,

88–89; the reward of those who

love him, 67–68; the Son, see Word;

source of goodness, 7–8, 83, 94–98,

170; source of greatness, 8; sustains

creation, 20; utters creatures before

he makes them, 17–20; whatever it

is better to be than not to be,

22–23, 83

grace: xi, 83, 115, 147, 149, 150,

179, 204, 246, 257, 292–93, 324,

339–342, 346, 352, 354, 358,

372–94; bestowed on the Church,

237

happiness (see also advantage/the 

advantageous): 66–69, 94–98, 177,

191–95, 277–79, 282, 285–88, 386,

392; human beings created for 
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happiness, x, 79, 239, 255, 261, 284,

291, 311, 392; of God, 7, 89, 91–92,

93, 96

‘harden’: 355, 373, 374, 377, 385,

411–12

heaven/heavenly city: 179, 250, 270,

272, 274–76, 283, 284, 294, 308,

310–11, 317, 324, 346, 358, 369, 386

Hector: 132

Henry I, King of England: xi

Herluin: viii

Holy Spirit: see Spirit

honor of God: 264–67, 293, 303,

319–20, 336, 392

hope: 70, 97, 246, 279, 280, 284, 287,

297, 375, 383, 385 

immanence of God in creation:

20–21, 28

immortality of the soul: 69, 301

immutability of God: 14, 24, 35–36,

40, 315–16, 366–68

impassibility of God: 84, 85, 88,

253, 418

Incarnation: x, 213–59 passim; not 

fitting for Father or Holy Spirit,

228–30, 297–98; unity of person,

not of nature, 227–28

incomprehensibility: of God, 62–63;

of God’s goodness, 85, 88; of God’s

knowledge or utterance of creation,

45; of God’s knowledge or utterance

of himself, 63

ineffability of the Trinity: 46, 49; does

not prevent true conclusions about

God, 62–64

infants: 69, 331–32, 337–38, 346,

349–50, 352–59, 375, 377, 379,

383, 387

injustice: 136, 182–83, 191, 196–98,

202, 210–11, 329–36, 354–55, 358,

370–71, 379, 384–85, 412, 415–16

Jesus (see also Incarnation,Word): 253,

342–43, 413; does not possess 

ignorance, 304–5; impeccability 

of, 298–300; name designates a 

person, 231

John the Baptist: 320, 345, 412

justice: 135–41, 194–99, 329, 333, 376;

definition of, 139–40, 369, 391; God’s,

23–24, 85–88, 177, 263–65, 284

Lambeth Fragments, purpose of: x,

246

Lanfranc: vii–viii, ix

‘lead into’ (inducere): 170, 201,

355, 373

Lincoln,Abraham: 121

Lost Island: 102, 105, 107–8, 110

love: as designating God the Holy

Spirit, 53–58, 94; necessary for 

living faith, 71

marriage: 321, 409

matter: 13–15

memory: as designating God the 

Father, 53

mercy of God: 84–88, 182, 230, 248,

252, 262–63, 279, 284, 286–87, 289,

309, 324, 335, 374, 377–80, 385,

410, 411

Monologion: circumstances of its 

composition, vii–viii, 1–2; meaning

of the title, 76; original title, 75

monothelitism: 314

necessity: 292–93, 312–18, 361–70,

395–96; antecedent vs. subsequent,

317–18, 362–64
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Nile (image for Trinity): 232–34

nothing: in what sense creatures were

made “from nothing,” 15–17; in

what sense nothing exists before or

after God, 26–28;“Nothing comes

from nothing,” 15; signification of

‘nothing’, 16–17, 184–87, 415–16

omnipotence of God: 7, 67, 73,

84–85, 88, 96, 234, 246, 250, 254,

256, 259, 302, 304

omnipresence of God: 20–21, 28

On the Incarnation of the Word: circum-

stances of composition, ix–x

original sin: 318, 329–359 passim

‘ought’ and ‘ought not’, signification

of: 129–32, 321–22, 408–9

painter/painting: 19, 40, 248, 296–97,

332; illustration of the difference 

between existing in the understand-

ing and existing in reality, 82,

99–100, 111; incompetent painters

portray Jesus as ugly, 246–47

perseverance: 115, 171–75, 179,

208–9, 269, 392

person: 72; definition of, in Boethius,

72n.; every individual human being

is a person, 217; God as one, 2, 72,

235; God as three (see also Trinity),

72, 213–36 passim; has distinguishing

characteristics along with a nature,

231, 330

Peter Abelard: ix

place: 28–34

power to sin: 147–48, 299

predestination: 367, 373–74

Proslogion: circumstances of its com-

position, viii, 75; meaning of the

title, 76; original title, 75

punishment: 68–69, 86–88, 130–31,

205–9, 250–52, 262–68, 277–78,

283, 286, 298, 309, 320, 324, 334,

336, 341, 343, 345, 347, 349, 353,

355, 370, 371, 380, 384–85, 387,

392, 415

rational natures, perfect number of:

267–76

reason of faith (ratio fidei): vii–viii, x,

75, 215, 237, 245, 247, 309

recompense: 261–62, 266–67,

276–79, 281–82, 284, 286, 288,

292–95, 303–4, 310, 324, 330, 331,

338–39, 341, 350, 353, 386–87

rectitude of will (see also justice):

135–41, 261–62, 377–83; bestowed

by God, 150–51, 255, 340–41, 343,

392; God cannot take it away,

159–60

redemption: 245–326 passim; cannot

be accomplished by non-divine 

person, 249, 293, 346

relations: in the Trinity, 46, 50, 55, 60,

217, 219, 235; some do not imply

mutability, 35

relatives: 9, 21–22, 235, 420

resurrection of the dead: 290–91

Roscelin of Compiègne: ix–x,

213–36

Sabellius: 221

Scripture: authority of, viii, 1, 218,

225, 275, 324, 382; seed of right

willing, 381–83; study of, ix, 115,

216–17; truth of, 325–26

sense, interior and exterior: 126–27

simplicity of God: 22, 24–25, 37, 92,

223–24, 226, 234–35
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slavery to sin: ix, 148–49, 161–63,

252; = inability not to sin: 162

‘something’, sense of: 415–16

soul (=rational mind): immortal,

68–69; key to understanding God,

64–65; made for loving God; mirror

and image, 65; most excellent 

creature, 64–65;

Spirit (God the Holy Spirit): and

Scripture, 382; as great as the Father

and Son, 55, 57–58; breathed out,

57–58; Creator, 57; essence, etc., of

the Father and Son, 58; mutual 

love of the Father and Son, 54–58,

94, 235; neither begotten nor 

unbegotten, 56–57; not a son, 56;

not created, 57; proceeds from the

Father and the Son, 55, 94; properly

called Spirit, 57–58; role in virginal

conception, 347, 351;“spirated,”

57n.; teaches, 342

substance: in what sense God is a 

substance, 36; individual vs. universal,

37; one in God, 72, 235; three in

God, 72, 235

substantially: what can be said sub-

stantially of God, 21–23, 224

temptation: 153, 155–57, 159–60, 170,

201, 274, 283, 373, 378

three courses of events: 341–42,

351–52

time: 28–34, 144

transcendence of God: 20–21

transformation of the world: 272–74

truth: ix, 119–44 passim; definition of,

134–35; God as Truth, ix, 119;

of action, 124–26; of opinion, 123; of

statements, 119–23; of the being 

of things, 128–29; of the senses,

126–27; of the will, 123–24; supreme

truth, 133–34

understanding: as designating God the

Son, 53; of false things, 99, 101, 103,

110–11; vs. thinking, 99, 103, 108–9

Urban II, Pope: x, 213, 237–38, 297

utterance (see also Word, words):

17–19; three kinds, 17–19; in God 

is the same as understanding; of

creatures within the divine reason,

17–20

Virgin Mary: 231, 309, 311–14,

316–17, 338–39, 341–49, 351

virginal conception: 295–97, 309,

329–59 passim

weakness in the will: 156–59

‘will’, various senses of: 157–59, 259,

333–34, 388–93, 410–12

will for happiness (will for advan-

tage): 177–78, 191–94, 205, 389–93

will for justice (will for rectitude):

177, 194–95, 389–93

William II, King of England: ix

Word (God the Son): 94; assumed

human nature (not a human 

person), 217, 230–31, 317, 319;

begotten by the Father, 43, 48–49;

born from the Father, 47–48, 53,

235; coeternal with the Father, 39,

42, 44; consubstantial with the 

Father, 39–40, 43, 44; Creator, 45;

creatures always exist in him, 44–45;

distinguishing characteristics, 47–50,

53, 218–20; essence of the Father,

50–52; exists through himself,

50–51; image of the Father, 43, 46;

not a Word of creation, 40–44; not

created, 39; one, not several, 39–40;
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only of the Father, 61–62; signified

by ‘understanding’, 53; Son (not

Daughter), 48–49, 236; the truth of

creatures, 40–41; the truth of the

Father, 52, 94

words: 17–19; born from the mem-

ory, 53; likenesses of things, 18–19,

41, 53; meaning/signification when

applied to God, 36, 63–64; natural,

18–19; natural vs. conventional,

18n.; vehicle of thought and 

knowledge, 17–19
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