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Briefly describe your proposal in no more than 250 words. 
 

Throughout the Early and Medieval periods of Church history, two major 
theories of atonement came to dominate discussions of soteriology.  The first was 
recapitulation theory—most prominently articulated by Saint Irenaeus of Lyons; the 
second was satisfaction theory as developed by Saint Anselm of Canterbury.  While each 
theory—as evidenced by their lasting influence on theology—provides something of 
value to considerations of salvation and atonement, each also emphasize differing 
elements of salvation history.  That is, St. Irenaeus’ recapitulation theory presents the 
entirety of Jesus’ work on earth (viz., his life and ministry as well as his death and 
resurrection) as fundamental to the process of salvation.  St. Anselm, meanwhile, stresses 
Jesus passion and death in constructing his soteriological model. 
 Considering the historical implications of St. Irenaeus and St. Anselm’s theories, 
their similarities, and their distinctions, I wish to examine the following questions in my 
research project.  What are the relative strengths and weaknesses of each thinkers’ 
theory?  Are these two models of atonement mutually exclusive?  What are the 
philosophical and theological presuppositions that undergird both?  Is it possible to 
synthesize these different models into a comprehensive theory of atonement?  If so, what 
elements of recapitulation and satisfaction are compatible enough to remain and what 
must be rejected?  By way of evaluating these questions, I hope to produce a piece of 
scholarship that reflects a deep understanding of St. Irenaeus and St. Anselm’ atonement 
theories, accurately assesses the strengths and shortcomings of each, and innovatively 
brings both into dialogue. 
 
 



 

 

Briefly describe any relevant study you have already completed in the area. 
 

Throughout my tenure in college, my study has prepared me well to complete 
research in the area presented above.  I have taken several courses on historical theology 
(one focusing on the Patristic era, two focusing on the Medieval ages).  On account of 
these courses, I have come into contact with the works of both St. Irenaeus and St. 
Anselm several times as well as their greater historical context.  The extent of my original 
scholarship regarding their theories of atonement is limited to a short piece identifying 
the ways in which St. Thomas Aquinas keeps with and departs from St. Anselm’s 
formulation of satisfaction theory.  Moreover, while beyond the topic at hand, I have 
also had the opportunity to conduct individual, grant-funded research under the tutelage 
of a professor of philosophy—the fruits of which will soon be published in an 
international undergraduate journal of philosophy.   
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