
 
THE WORD TO GOD 

Philosophy as Prayer in St. Anselm’s Proslogion (Chapters 1-3) 
 

“I believe this also, that ‘unless I believe, I shall not understand’ [Isa. 7: 9].”1  So ends the 

first chapter of St. Anselm of Canterbury’s Proslogion, also titled Faith in Quest of 

Understanding. The purpose of the whole Proslogion is to show through pure reason that God 

exists and has the attributes Christianity ascribes to God.  This, however, is not why Anselm 

practices philosophy.  He does not seek proof of God in order to acquire faith; he seeks proof 

because he takes joy in God through seeing the logical beauty of his Christian faith.  Without 

already possessing faith, however, he has no hope of understanding any part of God.  Therefore, 

reason alone is not enough; it is a poor substitute for and insufficient initiator of faith.  Sanctified 

reason is, however, a wonderful companion to faith.  Anselm shows his philosophy of theology 

in four principal ways:  (i) his description in the Preface of discovering his ontological 

argument,2

i. Anselm’s argument for the necessity of faith for understanding is essentially an argument 

from experience.  In the Preface to the Proslogion, he begins by describing his struggle to 

discover his a priori argument.  He wonders, “if perhaps it might be possible to find one single 

argument that for its proof required no other save itself, and that by itself would suffice to prove 

 (ii) his call to humanity and prayer to God in the first chapter of the Proslogion, (iii) 

his argument itself (chs. 2-3), and (iv), perhaps most notably, the genre and form of Anselm’s 

writing in chapters 1-3, as also shown in the progression from Monologion to Proslogion.  

Through these four means, Anselm shows why faith is necessary for understanding, and one can 

see how he came to hold this view and why his view is significant. 

                                                 
1 St. Anselm of Canterbury.  The Major Works, ed. Brian Davies.  Oxford:  Oxford University Press, 1998, (87).  All 

subsequent citations are in text. 
2 This is the common philosophical name for the argument, not Anselm’s name for it.  He also does not use the term 

a priori.  The argument is called ontological because in it Anselm argues that due to the very nature of 
God’s being, God must necessarily exist. 
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that God really exists…” (82).  The argument, however, should do more work than this.  It 

should show that God is the “supreme good,” existing in se, with all other being deriving from 

God’s being (82).  Anselm also wants a specific kind of argument:  He would like the argument 

to be its own proof—an a priori argument for which no additional evidence is necessary.  He 

wants an argument that will be self-evident once the premises’ concepts are understood.   

Any philosopher knows pursuing such an argument is quite a project.  It is no surprise that all 

of his initial attempts to formulate it came to naught—so much so that he reports, “I was about to 

give up what I was looking for as something impossible to find” (82).  Having despaired of 

discovering such an argument he seeks to put his mind to other matters, but to no avail.  

Thoughts of the argument haunt him much to his chagrin.  It is just at this point, however, when 

“I was quite worn out with resisting its importunacy, there came to me … what I had despaired 

of finding” (82).  This joyful discovery for Anselm seems to have profoundly influenced his 

view of philosophy, especially as seen in Proslogion’s chapter one. 

ii. In chapter one, Anselm begins with an admonition to humanity: “Abandon yourself for a 

little to God and rest for a little in Him” (84).  Apparently, this is what Anselm found necessary 

in order to grasp what so tantalizingly eluded him.  He had to abandon his own efforts, and then 

the argument came to him.  He entreats the truth-seeker to seek the One who is Truth and to “Put 

aside now your weighty cares and leave your wearisome toils” (84).  Anselm’s pursuit of the 

elusive a priori argument was wearisome, and his rest and joy in finding the argument came only 

when he abandoned what he sought. 

 iii.  Abandoning one’s pursuits and oneself is not enough; one must abandon oneself to God.  

In following his exhortation to abandonment he prays this prayer, which in the Proslogion 

precedes the explanation of the ontological argument: “I acknowledge, Lord, and I give thanks 
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that You have created Your image in me, so that I may remember You, think of You, love You.  

But this image is so effaced and worn away by vice, so darkened by the smoke of sin, that it 

cannot do what it was made to do unless You renew it and reform it” (87).   According to 

Anselm, the purpose of the wonderful gift of being created in the divine image is to help human 

beings remember, think of and love God.  We fail in this because the image has been damaged 

by our sin and vice.  The image as it was originally created in us is gone, and we cannot bring it 

back.  Therefore, the image can no longer fulfill its purpose unless refashioned by God.  Anselm 

seems to believe that there are no other ways that human beings might come to remember, think 

of and love God:  “Teach me to seek You, and reveal Yourself to me as I seek, because I can 

neither seek You if You do not teach me how, nor find You unless You reveal Yourself.” (86).  

We can come to know God if God renews in us the divine image, but the image is ineffective 

unless God does so.  God, if God is to be known, must provide self-revelation.  A principal way 

God might bestow this revelation is by renewing the divine image in humanity. 

Anselm’s first chapter (his call to humanity and his prayer) interprets for us his experience of 

seeking and receiving the argument.  He seems to believe that the image of God in us has some 

connection to our rationality.  Our reason was given to us as a tool to help us discover God, but 

the tool has been damaged so as to be rendered ineffective.  This viewpoint coincides with his 

experience of unsuccessfully searching for the ontological argument.  By our own reason alone, 

human beings are utterly incapable of discovering God.  God’s revelation to us is necessary.  It 

seems Anselm also believes that unless we seek God in faith, God will not reveal the divine self.  

iv. While this prayer encapsulates Anselm’s philosophy of theology, the fact that it is a 

prayer is perhaps more significant than the words that comprise it.  Prior to receiving the 

ontological argument and writing this piece, Anselm wrote the Monologion, “an example of 
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meditation on the meaning of faith from the point of view of one seeking through silent 

reasoning within himself” (82).  The Monologion was intended to model meditation “upon the 

essence of the divine,” and its argument was to include “nothing whatsoever … on the basis of 

the authority of Scripture,”3

Anselm does not appear to believe that the Monologion successfully establishes a set of 

God’s necessary attributes, but its publication and his subsequent writing suggest that Anselm 

saw a good deal of merit in the work.  The “success” of the Monologion leads Anselm to pursue, 

by the same “in self” and “pure reason” method, what he did not do in that work:  Seek the a 

priori argument for God’s existence and nature.  As previously stated, this effort ends in 

frustration until he turns his mind to other matters (82).  Only after receiving the compelling 

ontological argument like a gift does he write the Proslogion and Faith in Quest of 

Understanding.  

 but rather be limited entirely to pure reason and everyday language 

(5).  The work begins with the words, “Of all things that exist, there is one nature that is 

supreme” (11).  This claim implies that the argument will not attempt to prove that God exists, 

but that if God exists, God has a set of attributes that make God’s nature supreme. 

These titles all carry weighty significance. Anselm defines “monologion” as “soliloquy” 

(83).  He directs his thoughts inwardly, as if conversing with himself.  By contrast, he writes the 

Proslogion “from the point of view of one trying to raise his mind to contemplate God and 

seeking to understand what he believes” (83). Writing the Proslogion seems to show that he has 

interpreted the experience of receiving the ontological argument as a gift from God.  This 

suggestion is quite significant when we consider the a priori, ‘by reason alone,’ nature of the 

argument.  Apparently, Anselm’s reason is a burden unless sanctified by the gift of divinely 

revealed wisdom.  The method by which Anselm received the argument seems to have had a 
                                                 
3 This is from the preface of the Monologion, p. 5 in Major Works. 



 5 

profound influence on him, and this influence appears most obviously in the title and genre of 

the writing in which he explains the argument.  Proslogion means “allocution,” or an address 

and, indeed, he addresses both the argument and the first chapter to God. 

The significance of his text lies not merely in what he writes, but in the fact that the entire 

text of these first two chapters of the Proslogion takes the form of a prayer to the God whom he 

contemplates.  He is doing the very thing to which he calls humanity in the first paragraph of 

chapter one.  In his explanation of his ontological argument, he offers back to God in prayer the 

gift of understanding he so earnestly sought.  The tone is praise and joy, and its powerful 

reasoning is a philosopher’s delight.  Truly, the argument does bring Anselm joy, but the subject 

of the argument—the God who is the being “than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought” (88)—

provides the real source of his delight.  The fact that he writes in the form of a prayer points to 

the necessity of faith in the One whom we Christians seek to understand, and to the importance 

of understanding our philosophical work as an offering to God. The act of praying his argument 

shows the depth and magnitude of Anselm’s message. 

In his very writing Anselm reveals the inseparable nature of philosophy and theology, or 

perhaps even philosophy and doxology.  We cannot avoid using our reason in any matter the 

mind considers, but our reason is also flawed.  Anselm, however, does not refrain from doing 

philosophy even though he knows full well its flaws and limitations.  It seems he takes the view 

that philosophy must be the servant (not the master) of theology; at the same time, theology 

needs philosophy as a servant.  By the act of praying this argument, Anselm directs his 

philosophy to its object and simultaneously shows the importance of doing so.  Human beings 

cannot reason our way to God, because faith is a gift, but the gift of faith when accompanied by 

the gift of understanding is a stronger, deeper and richer faith.  In Anselm’s progression from 
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introspective argument to contemplative prayer we can see a change in his philosophy of 

theology.  The method by which we come to remember, think of and love God is not occupying 

our minds with potential proofs of statements about God.  Rather, we come to remember, think 

of and love God by God’s work of renewal in us, God’s self-revelation and the gift of faith.  It is 

God who adds to these gifts the understanding that we seek (87). 

Anselm shows that unless we seek in faith, we will not find understanding of God at all; it 

does not follow that we will find understanding even if we do seek in faith.  There is no 

guarantee that faith will sanctify our reason, or that the image of God is restored in us so that we 

can in any way see, know, or understand God. Following hard after God through intellectual 

probing, then, is an act of faith and hope.  Those who pursue this course are confronted 

constantly by paradoxes and tensions, and not merely between faith and reason.  These tensions 

include divine foreknowledge and human free will, the presence of suffering and evil despite the 

existence of an omnipotent and wholly benevolent God, a Triune God, and a fully human – fully 

divine Christ, just to name a few.4

                                                 
4 These examples are all manifestations of the tension between faith and reason; they are very interrelated. 

  And yet a God that human minds could comprehend would 

still not satisfy.  The paradox and mystery are precisely what make the intellectual pursuit of 

God simultaneously so appealing and frustrating. Anselm would concur that it is both the 

frustration and the joy of discovering “Your truth a little” (87), that drive us back to God in 

prayer and praise.  Therefore, Christians approach God and pray as Anselm did:  “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” (86-7).   


