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Introduction to St. Anselm of Canterbury's
Philosophy

St. Anselm of Canterbury philosophy occupies a pivotal place in medieval
thought and Christian theology. Anselm, who lived from 1033 to 1109, was a
Benedictine monk, philosopher, and theologian, serving as the Archbishop of
Canterbury. His philosophical approach is notable for its rigorous
application of reason to theological concepts, particularly concerning the
existence of God and the nature of faith. Anselm's work laid the groundwork
for future theological discourse and earned him the title of the "Father of
Scholasticism."

Historical Context

To fully appreciate Anselm's philosophical contributions, it is essential to
consider the historical context in which he lived:

e Medieval Philosophy: Anselm's work emerged during a time when philosophy
was heavily influenced by both Christian thought and ancient Greek
philosophy, particularly the works of Aristotle and Plato.

e Monasticism: The monastic movement played a significant role in
preserving and transmitting knowledge during this period. Anselm's
background as a Benedictine monk shaped his intellectual pursuits.

e Intellectual Environment: Anselm was part of a vibrant intellectual

community in Normandy and later in England, where ideas were exchanged
and debated among scholars.

Major Philosophical Contributions

Anselm's philosophy is characterized by several key themes and arguments,
which can be categorized into distinct areas:



The Ontological Argument

One of Anselm's most famous contributions to philosophy is his formulation of
the ontological argument for the existence of God. This argument appears in
his work Proslogion and can be summarized as follows:

1. God is defined as "that than which nothing greater can be conceived."

2. It is greater to exist in reality than merely in the understanding.

3. If God exists only in the understanding, then we can conceive of a greater
being that exists in reality.

4. Therefore, God must exist in reality, as existing in reality is a
necessary attribute of being the greatest conceivable being.

Anselm's ontological argument has sparked extensive debate and analysis
throughout the centuries, influencing various philosophers, including
Descartes and Kant. Critics, such as Gaunilo of Marmoutiers, have challenged
the validity of this argument, leading to further refinements and responses.

Faith Seeking Understanding

Anselm is famous for his motto, "fides quaerens intellectum," which
translates to "faith seeking understanding." This phrase encapsulates his
belief that faith and reason are not mutually exclusive but rather
complementary:

- Interdependence of Faith and Reason: Anselm argued that faith provides the
foundation upon which reason can build. He believed that while faith is a
gift from God, reason enables individuals to understand and articulate that
faith more profoundly.

- Role of Theology: For Anselm, theology was a rational discipline that
sought to explain the divine mysteries. He believed that through reasoned
inquiry, one could arrive at a fuller understanding of God and His
attributes.

Christology

Anselm's philosophical inquiry extends to Christology, the study of the
person and work of Christ. His major work, Cur Deus Homo (Why God Became
Man), addresses the question of why God chose to incarnate as Jesus Christ.
Key points include:

1. Satisfaction Theory of Atonement: Anselm introduced the idea that sin
against an infinite God requires an infinite satisfaction. Jesus, being both
fully divine and fully human, provided this satisfaction through His death.
2. God's Justice and Mercy: Anselm emphasized that God's justice demands
punishment for sin, while His mercy allows for the possibility of redemption.



The incarnation of Christ reconciles these two attributes, offering a
framework for understanding salvation.

Influence and Legacy

St. Anselm's philosophy has had a lasting impact on both theology and
philosophy, influencing numerous thinkers and movements:

Scholasticism

- Anselm is often regarded as a precursor to the scholastic movement, which
sought to synthesize faith and reason through rigorous debate and analysis.
- His methods and arguments paved the way for later scholastics, including
Thomas Aquinas, who further developed these ideas in the context of
Aristotelian philosophy.

Modern Philosophy

- The ontological argument remains a topic of interest in contemporary
philosophy, with various adaptations and critiques emerging from both
theistic and atheistic perspectives.

- Anselm's approach to faith and reason continues to resonate with modern
theologians and philosophers, who see value in his integration of rational
inquiry with spiritual belief.

Interfaith Dialogue

- Anselm's emphasis on reason has also made his work relevant in interfaith
dialogue, as it provides a framework for discussing theological issues across
different religious traditions.

- His philosophical inquiries into the nature of God and existence invite
engagement from a diverse range of thinkers.

Critiques and Challenges

Despite his significant contributions, Anselm's philosophy has faced
critiques and challenges:



Gaunilo’s Critique

- Gaunilo, a contemporary of Anselm, famously critiqued the ontological
argument by using the example of a perfect island. He argued that just
because one can conceive of a perfect island does not mean it exists in
reality. This critique raises questions about the validity of Anselm's
reasoning.

Kant's Critique

- Immanuel Kant later challenged the ontological argument by asserting that
existence is not a predicate. He argued that one cannot define something into
existence simply by virtue of its definition.

- Kant's critique has led to a broader discussion about the nature of
existence and the limitations of human reason in grasping metaphysical
truths.

Conclusion

In summary, St. Anselm of Canterbury's philosophy represents a crucial
intersection of faith, reason, and theology. His ontological argument remains
a landmark in the philosophy of religion, while his view of "faith seeking
understanding" continues to inspire scholars and theologians. Anselm's legacy
endures as a foundational figure in both medieval and modern thought,
inviting ongoing exploration of the relationship between reason and faith.
His work encourages subsequent generations to engage deeply with
philosophical inquiry while remaining grounded in spiritual belief, asserting
that understanding the divine is both a rational and a deeply personal
endeavor.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of St. Anselm of
Canterbury's philosophy?

The central theme of St. Anselm's philosophy is the relationship between
faith and reason, particularly articulated in his famous statement, 'I
believe in order that I may understand.' He emphasizes that faith is a
prerequisite for understanding divine truths.

What is St. Anselm's ontological argument for the



existence of God?

St. Anselm's ontological argument posits that God is 'that than which nothing
greater can be conceived.' He argues that if such a being exists in the mind,
it must also exist in reality, as existing in reality is greater than
existing only in the mind.

How did St. Anselm influence the development of
medieval philosophy?

St. Anselm is often regarded as a forerunner of scholasticism, influencing
medieval philosophy through his method of dialectical reasoning and the

integration of Aristotelian logic with Christian theology, which laid the
groundwork for later thinkers like Thomas Aquinas.

What role does the concept of 'faith seeking
understanding' play in Anselm's philosophy?

In Anselm's philosophy, 'faith seeking understanding' implies that while
faith is the starting point for knowledge of God, it is through rational
inquiry and reflection that believers can deepen their understanding of
divine truths and their implications.

How did St. Anselm address the problem of evil in
his philosophical works?

St. Anselm tackled the problem of evil by emphasizing the goodness of God and
the concept of free will. He argued that evil is a privation of good rather
than a substance, thus maintaining that God's goodness allows for human free
will, which can lead to moral evil.
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