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Anselmian Moral Theory 
and the Question 

of  Grounding Morality in God

Gregory Sadler

When we ask the question whether morality must be grounded in God, it is 

be understood. First, the question might focus upon whether or not God is 
the ultimate 

-

-

of  morality. In fact, some might go so far as to wonder whether a minimal 

starkest way of  putting the second manner in which the original question might 

a mistaken project, and if  so, a third manner of  asking the original question 

reference must continue to be made, is required for morality to be adequately 

question in a fourth way by asking whether a person requires practical engage-

moral life. 
Within the broad currents running through the Catholic intellectual 

-
rality depends on God. Among them is Anselm of  Canterbury, who makes 

question about the relationship between God and morality. One of  the goals 
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79GREGORY SADLER

at-present less-often-discussed thinker solidly within the Catholic intellectual 
tradition. The four earlier-distinguished manners of  framing the question 

writings pertaining to this query whether morality is dependent upon God. 

employ a systematic moral theory,1 by contrast to many other Christian think-
 2 Instead, his theory has 

corpus of  work.3 A second goal is to use this question about the relations 

bear on a dynamic common in our own times and culture, drawing out and 

question; for Anselm cannot only agree that in theory, a minimal morality 

supplies us a number of  cogent reasons for thinking that it falls short of  

monk Anselm into a potential dialogue partner who has something to say 

1 

Vita Anselmi 1.8, trans. R.W. Southern 

2 

Anselm on multiple matters in moral theory. For earlier Scholastic authors and differ-

Anselm and a New Generation
3  

S. Anselmi Cantuariensis Archepiscopi opera omnia
Memorials of  Saint An-

selm

M  Monologion  P  Proslogion  
DV  De Veritate CDH  Cur Deus Homo

De Libertate Arbitrii DCD  De Casu Diaboli 
DCV  De Conceptu Virginali DI  De Incarnatione Verbi 
DC  De Concordia  
DA  Liber Ex Dictis Beati Anselmi  
DHM  Liber Ansemi Archiepiscopi de Humanus Moribus per Simultudines
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both to modern and contemporary secularist moral theorists and to those 
continuing within the Catholic intellectual tradition.

-
ing the question of  whether morality is dependent upon God. Talking about 

-
ory,4 -

third and fourth part address what Anselm would see as shortcomings of  

the third part what guidance and assistance Anselm thinks Christianity pro-

part, we shall look at the indispensable role Anselm accords to God and to 
Christianity, understood not only as belief  or practice, but as community and 

I. God as the Ultimate Source of Goodness

imagination or possibility), is ultimately and in some manner grounded upon 
God. Ontologically, God is the origin of  all created being, as well as the ulti-

these attributes (for instance, justice, wisdom, or truth), human participation 

4  

G. Stanley Kane, Anselm’s Doctrine of  Freedom and the Will
1981); Dom Robert Pouchet, La Rectitudo chez saint Anselme -
ennes. 1964); Katherin Rogers, Anselm on Freedom

Faith and 
Reason 29; Phillipe Delhaye,”Quelque aspects de la morale de saint Anselme,” Spici-
legium Beccense
The Cambridge Companion to Anselm

 Downside Review 421 
(2002).
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81GREGORY SADLER

 Throughout his works Anselm consistently depicts God as the ul-
timate source of  all being to such degree that like a number of  other Chris-

5 God creates all 
beings, indeed the totality of  created being, ex nihilo.6 God not only endows 

in their being.”7 He is also the source of  all truth and rectitude in beings.8 

essen-
tia
Being.”9 He -
sesses being, is from God, from whom all justice (and no injustice) has being 
[est].”10 The relationship between Creator and created being is so intimately 

-
in seipsis).11 Created beings are most 

true, most good and just—are most what they are and ought to be—as they 
12 For humans, this presumably encompasses not 

13

 In terms of  his metaphysics, Anselm is a Christian Platonist, en-

14 God is being itself, from which all 
other beings possess their being by way of  participation, as well as through 

15 For each of  these 
attributes, God does not simply have, but rather is, that attribute whereas 

5 M 5, p. 18, DCD 1, p. 234.
6 

7 M 13, p. 27.
8 DV 10, p. 190 and 13, p. 199. Cf. also CDH 2.17, p. 123.
9 

10 DC 1.7, p. 258
11 M 9, p. 24 and 31, p. 49
12 

13 On this distinction, cf. DCV 1, p. 140.
14 The Neoplatonic 

Metaphysics and Epistemology of  Anselm of  Canterbury
Analecta 

Anselmiana
Metaphysics,” Quaestiones Disputatae

15  
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-

 If  all things that are good are so ultimately (though not immediate-

all thereby participate in the same manner—that is, some merely less and 
some more. As discussed in more detail below, Anselm distinguishes between 

-
amination of  modes of  truth similarly leads down a similar path, since truth 

-
ness of  the will.16 While justice in (or as) God is not only a unity so simple 

-

17 
-
-

theory, with its uncompromising emphasis upon justice in the will, would 

II. The Emancipation of Morality from God

A modern or contemporary secular interlocutor might concede that in the 

basing morality upon some conception of  God in the manner just discussed, 

Christian God from the scene, and thereby translate central categories and 
concepts of  Anselmian moral theory into an entirely humanocentric, natu-

critical portrayals of  Anselm by certain Christian thinkers, he might appear a 
-

doctrine,” it is more typically in terms of  metaphysics and epistemology than 

16 DV 12, p. 193 
17 -

Saint Anselm Journal 5, no. 1 (2009).
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83GREGORY SADLER

moral theory.18 And yet, merely perusing selected passages from his treatises 

 In Monologion,
be argued for by appealing to Scripture, but rather each point be asserted 

compel, and directness of  truth might clearly set out.”19 Proslogion seemingly 

would require none other for demonstrating itself, and which alone would 

20 Cur Deus Homo 

21 

-
-

ity.22 If   describes the entire Anselmian project, includ-
ing his moral theory, it ought to be recalled that this formula is not scriptural, 

by Augustine. In fact, uses Anselm makes of  Scripture typically fall into three 

18  

Reason and Revelation in the Middle Ages 
-

Archives 
d’Histoire doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Age

Fides Quaerens Intellectum as a Model for Christian Philosophy,” 
The Saint Anselm Journal 4, no. 1 (2006).

19 M prologus, p. 8.
20 P prooemium -

-
maius quam cogitari 

possit
21 CDH praefatio

rational argumentation about certain of  its topics. 
22 Letters, as opposed to his treatises, 

where Anselm does make such scriptural appeals, not least since he usually writes to 
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-

way to better understand a matter in process of  being reasoned about; or, it 

has worked out independently.23 -
24 

(i.e., De Veritate, De Libertate Arbitriis, and De Casu Diaboli

goodness, the relationship between rationality and free will, how weakness 

-

and embody deep and lasting desires on the part of  Anselm (and his fellow 
monks) to penetrate and progress further into Christian faith, life, and com-
munity through application of  the endowment of  human reason. But again, 

-
nally possessed, arguing that these are mere historical and cultural contingen-

by his use of  reason now stand independently of  any entanglements with 

, the rational mean-

application of  human reason, sola ratione

23 

-
ratione] that we cannot show to be clearly in 

-
soning and Scripture in no manner contradicts it—since Scripture, just as it opposes 

-

of  ours [nostro sensui

proem, Ep. 77, DI 1, CDH, 

and papal decisions, e.g. in Ep. 65.
24 DV praefatio
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85GREGORY SADLER

-

justice in De Veritate 25 For 

what he or she ought to will. It also requires that he or she will this for the right 

other. This in turn entails that, in that process of  willing, a person actually 

for which actions ought to be done and which not, or what goods ought to be 

will itself, and its capacity for self-determination.
 In De Libertate, we learn further that when the will lacks this funda-
mental self-orientation of  justice, this occurs because the person wills some 
other (actual or apparent) good incompatible with maintaining justice in the 

than justice.26

an initial distinction between will-as-instrument and will-as-use -
ed to include will-as-inclination. De Casu distinguishes between two fundamen-
tal orientations of  the will. The one, always present, is the will-to-happiness, 

commoda). The other, not always present, 
is the will-to-justice, directed towards justice, which includes but transcends 
proper ordering of  the other goods.27 
 Perhaps Anselm has supplied us with all the basic tools needed to 

on. Fortunately, we are endowed with a faculty needed to determine these 
28 allowing 

good from the non-good, and the more good from the less good.”29 Moral 

25 DV 12, p. 194.
26 

27 DCD 12, p. 255.
28 

29 M 68, p. 78.
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-
ings.30

and orientations of  the will, be emancipated from the theocentric framework 

III. The Need of Morality for some Divine Revelation

in moral theory, worked out by Christian thinkers, perhaps one originally 

deepen rational understanding. But once that understanding has been se-

just as well 

-
31 and still more 

impropriety of  language concealing the truth but rather to seek the proper 
32 

-
tation of  Anselmian moral theory, and I shall shortly raise four sorts of  
problems. Prior to that, I want to stress a broader point, namely that many 
important moral matters resist being reduced to concepts or propositions 
adequately (let alone entirely) understood or applied in complete detachment 

30 

DA 17.
31 DCV 4, p. 144. One might read something like this into his discussion with 

Vita Anselmi 1.30.
32 DCD 1, p. 235
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87GREGORY SADLER

-
33

biography, or treatises.34

or practice in these matters, although for reasons of  space I discuss only one 
here. First, there are key concepts whose adequate understanding on our 
part requires retaining a theological dimension or reference. Second, there 

-
35 -

of  particular cases, where action and concrete choice occur.

by Anselm that are essentially denatured by attempts to strip away any theo-
logical elements or references, three particularly interesting ones would be 

maintained for its own sake,” Anselm introduces a risk of  turning justice 

the things that one ought to will, and the reasons for which one ought to will 
those things, one could certainly glean from his works all sorts of  rules, rea-

morality stemming partly from classic pre-Christian sources but much more 

33 Vita Anselmi
34 -

alty and integrity, truth and lies, narrated in Vita Anselmi
35 -

Prayers, and with respect to St. Elphege in Vita Anselmi 1.30, 

2.11, 2.18.
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an ongoing project and product and a continuity of  generations of  Christian 
36 

-

is, for each person, to will what God wills that person to will.”37 This requires 

and cooperate with just what it is that God wants them to will. It also bears 
implications for ways in which we coordinate our own wills with those of  

of  God and neighbor will will nothing but what God wills or another person 
wills—as long as this is not contrary to God.” 38 So, on the one hand, the 

our own wills.
-

which regarded at least some modalities of  pride as morally good) as one 

propria voluntas, best (but inadequately) translated in 

and to will what it ought to—in fact, in order for the will to be as free and 
as full as it could and should be—it must align itself  with and under the di-

39 The paradigmatic case of  propria voluntas

40 

36 

37 

38 Ep. 112, p. 270. This theme of  concordia

Letters. Cf. in partic-
ular Ep. 143 and Vita Anselmi 

39 

CDH 1.11, p. 68. Cf. also CDH 2.10, p. 111.
40 DCD 4, p. 242. Cf. also P 3, p.103 and DI 4, p. 18.
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89GREGORY SADLER

legitimate spouse and some [would-be] adulterer.”41 The Anselmian perspec-
-

man submits his will to another man, it is still autonomous will if  it is against 
God.”42 

-

43 We also ought not 

which we understand rectitude, teaches that this rectitude is to be kept out of  
44

and into deeper and deeper relation with—God, as he tells us in Monologion  
posse 

et velle 45

heart, whole soul, and whole mind.”46

any locus in the moral landscape, since God himself  is not only a good, but a 
-

is not only a good among other goods, but the highest good and the source 
-

stand, and in order to more fully participate in justice, rectitude, rationality, 

41 DHM 2, p. 40
42 DI 10, p. 27.
43 -

indicates.
44 DC 1.6, p. 257.
45 M 68, p. 79. 
46 

of  brotherly charity in your actions than to wish to choose contemplation alone by 
despising the prayers and the need of  others,” Ep. 345, p. 74.
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minds—to God. And, if  they intend to do so fully, they will not only need to 

IV. Relation with God, and the Capacity to Understand Morality

One mistake in moral matters consists in attempting to precipitate out a 

-

has been rightly restored within moral theory, would be to reduce the needed 

enabling human moral reasoning to attain its full scope and potential, by pro-

-

Nor, as far as generation of  more adequate moral understanding goes, is it 

interaction. 
 For Anselm, we cannot come to really know God, our neighbor, 

-

and His will to us, particularly by collaborating in remaking us into creatures 

manner, through a broad, ongoing Christian tradition and community of  

-

-
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91GREGORY SADLER

of  the use of  the mind,”47

contemplation—bears fruits not only for practice, but also for good discern-
ment, and for further direction of  the mind.48 Third, right conduct, as well 

the rational creature for willing rightly. So, one should not say that someone 
has right understanding if  he or she does not will rightly in accordance with 
it.”49

50

effects not only of  original sin but also of  personal sins, since we are imper-

51 -
ulous manner through the mediation of  the saints or yet more directly from 

47 

Proceedings of  the American Catholic Philosophical Association 81 (2008), p. 100. 
48 -

49 

50 

volendum optanda], 
memory to the remembering of  things that should be remembered, thought to the 
thinking of  things that should be thought upon, understanding to distinguishing 
what is to be willed or remembered or thought.” Disorder of  the will has intellectual 

nor possess [justice] unless it is understood [non intellecta],” DCV 8, p. 149. One can 

-

not understood,” DCV 8, p. 149.
51 DC 3.4, p. 267.
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God Himself.52

other human beings. 
-

De Concordia, where he writes 

is a grace,” preaching, hearing, understanding what is heard, and rectitude of  
willing are all instances of  graces. Human collaboration with God takes place 
precisely through the mediation and contribution of  other human collabora-
tors.53 This in turn calls to be understood in terms of  historical communities, 
institutions, and traditions of  moral inquiry. Anselm located his own moral 
life and understanding within such a continuity and communion, and for 

-
logical source for, a preceptor and guide about, and our gracious collaborator 
in, morality. 

—Marist College

52 

-
-

reason what is best tasting [sapidum
rectitude alone pursues what one understands to be what ought to be pursued.” 
DHM 132, p. 89. Anselm also writes of  it being a miracle when God restores justice 

53 

-
tion-bringing seeds,” p. 271. 


