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The Reason of Faith: An 
Exploration of Anselm’s 
Dynamic Phrase ‘Ratio 
Fidei’
John f. riCo

“Ever since the days of the apostles, many of our holy fathers and teachers 
have spoken of the reason of our faith, 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.”1 
With these words Saint Anselm opens the commendation of his work 
Cur Deus Homo to Pope Urban II, and twice therein occur forms of the 
phrase “ratio fidei,” an expression conveying an idea central to Anselm’s 
whole body of work. It is tempting to take for granted a meaning for that 
term that is too narrow or stagnant to express adequately this central 
idea in the works of someone whose thought is as rich as Anselm’s. Yet 
“ratio fidei” is more dynamic in its expression and more pregnant with 
meaning than may readily be apparent, and thus the phrase deserves deep 
inquiry. An examination of the deceptively simple grammatical structure 
of the phrase, an appeal to Anselm’s own goals as stated in several of his 
works, and a brief investigation into the influence that monastic life had 
on the development of Anselm’s thought demonstrate that “ratio fidei” 
has philosophically dramatic and powerful implications. Indeed, what is 
communicated by this rather unassuming phrase is the dynamic guiding 
principle behind a great adventure of love, a love expressed both in the 
prayers and in the philosophical and theological teaching of Saint Anselm.
 The obvious difficulty in settling on a meaning for “ratio fidei” 
arises, as Richard Southern points out, because Anselm “never explained 
what he meant by this phrase.”2 Anselm seems to have taken for granted 

1 In Anselm: Basic Writings, 237.
2 Richard Southern, St. Anselm: A Portrait in a Landscape, 123.
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not only that it would be understandable to his readers, but that it 
would convey something essential to his way of seeking truth. Southern 
rightly asserts that “we cannot be wrong in seeing it as his own brief 
description of his theological method, and the scope of inquiry indicated 
by this phrase requires investigation.”3 To begin such an investigation 
with a grammatical inquiry is not a diversion. The definition of a term 
is fundamentally an accomplishment that relies heavily upon grammar, 
and Anselm’s way of thinking moves in that “distinctively eleventh-
century grammatical idiom” in which, as Marcia Colish claims, Anselm 
reformulated Augustine’s verbal theory of knowledge.4 Moreover, the 
activity of definition provides insight into how Anselm’s own thought 
proceeds. As G.R. Evans explains, although Anselm rarely uses technical 
terminology and “certainly did not write for the specialist,”5 he uses 
definition extensively, “not only as a method of clarifying the problem 
under discussion, but also as a means of carrying the argument on. … 
Anselm’s adoption of this device in particular is an indication of the 
importance of order and progression in his thought. He is happiest where 
he can show most plainly how one truth implies another; no technical skill 
available to him was so helpful in this connection as that of definition.”6 
That Anselm does not define the primary term in question here does not 
undermine the strength of Evans’s statement because “ratio fidei” is not a 
term that forms a link in his chains of argumentation, but rather names 
the very principle by which those chains are made and given structure. It 
is left to Anselm’s readers to express what that principle is, and to succeed 
in rightly expressing it surely requires thinking as Anselm did. To use the 
grammatical exercise of definition is, in part at least, to think as Anselm 
thought.
 The phrase ratio fidei is rather simple grammatically; the practical 
extent of its analysis would be the establishment of the meanings of its 
two words and the relationship between them. The problem here arises 
both because Anselm never defines either “ratio” or “fides” and because 
Latin genitives are ambiguous. The writings of Augustine offer a solution. 
Augustine, as Southern points out, had the greatest influence on Anselm 
after Lanfranc,7 Anselm’s friend and teacher who preceded him both as 

3 Ibid., 123.
4 Marcia Colish, The Mirror of Language, 58.
5 Evans, Anselm and Talking about God, 9.
6 Ibid., 7.
7 Southern, Anselm, 13.
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prior of Bec8 and as archbishop of Canterbury.9 In Augustine’s De ordine, 
ratio is understood as “mentis motio, ea quae discuntur distinguendi et 
connectendi potens” (“a movement of the mind, capable of distinguishing 
and connecting those things which are learned”).10 “Motio” is a key word 
here. Ratio is not static; it is, rather, a “movement of the mind,” and by this 
movement the mind is capable of the remarkable feat of “distinguishing 
and connecting” what it learns. Elsewhere, Augustine defines fides as “quod 
non vides credere” (“to believe what you do not see”)11; it is noteworthy 
that he thus defines a noun as if it were a verb. In addition, he says that 
“to believe” (credere) is nothing other than “cum assensione cogitare” (“to 
think with assent”).12 Thinking is essential to faith; in fact, faith is itself 
an act of thinking. In the Augustinian sense, then, faith is “thinking with 
assent what is not seen.” This “movement of the mind” and “thinking 
with assent” certainly seem capable of some sort of consonance with each 
other. How does their interconnectedness play out?
 Aidan Nichols is to some extent correct in saying that “the 
relationship between faith and reason in Anselm is a complex one, partly 
because the question has not yet become a topic of discussion in its own 
right.”13 However, some, such as Sandra Visser and Thomas Williams, 
address the topic:

Anselm does not assume any incompatibility, even a prima facie one, 
between faith and reason; nor does he assign a distinctive role to each. 
So rather than saying that Anselm has a view about the relationship 
between faith and reason, it is perhaps better to say that he has a view 
about “the reason of faith”: the ratio fidei. “The reason of faith” is perhaps 
not idiomatic English, but the best idiomatic translations of ratio fidei are 
misleading. “The rational basis of faith” suggests something external: 
arguments in support of doctrinal formulations that have an apologetic 
or protreptic purpose. “The logic of faith” suggests something internal: 
the rational coherence of the doctrines of faith, the way they “all hang 
together” logically. Anselm’s ratio fidei means both these things at once; 
it refers to the intrinsically rational character of Christian doctrines in 
virtue of which they form a coherent and rationally defensible system.14

8 Ibid., 30.
9 Ibid., 27.
10 Augustine, De ordine II.xi.30, in Patrologia Latina, vol. 32, 1009. Translation mine.
11 Augustine, In Joannes Evangelium, tractatus XL, 9, in PL vol. 35, 1690. Translation mine.
12 Augustine, Liber de praedestinatione sanctorum II.6., in PL vol. 44, 963 Translation mine.
13 Aidan Nichols, A Grammar of Consent, 71.
14 Sandra Visser and Thomas Williams, Anselm, 13–14.
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While Visser and Williams rightly translate the phrase more literally as 
“the reason of faith” rather than “the reasonability of faith” or some similar 
English equivalent, their definition of “ratio fidei” ultimately amounts 
to little more than “the reasonability of the beliefs held in Christian 
faith.” However, while it is true that Anselm makes his belief in such 
reasonability clear (as when he says that “no reason opposes our faith”15 
and “God’s will is never irrational”16), this understanding of ratio fidei still 
falls short of the fullness of its meaning. The things Christians believe—
the articles of faith—are faith itself (or, to use better English idiom, are the 
Faith itself) only in a restricted sense. Although Anselm does use the word 
“fides” in this sense,17 he elsewhere uses “eorum quae credimus rationem” 
(“the reason of those things that we believe”),18 not a variant of the phrase 
“ratio fidei.” Considering where this less common phrase of his occurs—in 
the commendation of the work Cur Deus Homo to Pope Urban II—it seems 
unlikely that Anselm would have been sloppy with his choice of words; 
it is rather more likely that he preserved a careful distinction between 
ratio fidei and ratio eorum quae credimus. Thus, the translation of Visser and 
Williams is too restrictive and cannot connote the fullness of ratio fidei.
 The way in which “fidei” is related to “ratio”—by the use of the 
genitive case—is crucial to understanding the meaning of the phrase, 
as well as how full that meaning is. This is particularly true because of 
the ambiguity of the genitive, the use of which can imply such disparate 
relationships as possession, belonging, origin, limitation, definition, and 
pertinence. That “fides” occurs in the genitive case amplifies its richness 
and gives it a wide scope of possible interpretation, which is fitting, as 
Anselm’s use of it appears to have wide scope. Nichols notes, “He wished 
to hold les deux bouts de la chaîne, maintaining both that reason has role to 
play prior to faith and within the realm of faith and that faith transcends 
reason.”19 It takes an ambiguous phrase to express such a relationship, but 
the route to fullness of meaning also leads to potential confusion. Holding 
to the ambiguity of a phrase in order to contain all possible meanings is 
of little help without understanding exactly what realities it may connote, 
or at least within what range of possibilities or field of ideas its ambiguity 
lies. An appeal to Anselm’s stated goals in several of his works helps to 

15 Anselm, Cur Deus Homo I:8, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 253.
16 Ibid., 253.
17 Anselm, Epistola de Incarnatione Verbi I, in Opera Omnia, vol. 2, 6.
18 Anselm, CDH, Commendatio operis ad Urbanum Papam II, in Opera Omnia, vol. 2, 40. 
Translation mine.
19 Nichols, A Grammar, 71.
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provide insight into the rich meanings of this particular phrase.
 Fortunately, Anselm is a good teacher, and thus always makes 
clear what he is trying to accomplish in his writing as well as what has 
occasioned a given work. This clarity aids in understanding the phrase 
“ratio fidei,” and it is one of Anselm’s gifts to his readers. It demonstrates 
his concern for them: They should be able to see what he is doing. It was a 
unique mark of his genius that he could relate that genius well, providing 
an impetus along a path of thought while still leaving his readers some 
intellectual work to strengthen their minds. As Evans asserts:

There is no doubt that Anselm’s qualities of mind appeared as exceptional 
to his contemporaries as they do to us. But that did not make of him a 
man apart. His greater powers of understanding were not such as cut 
a man off from his fellows, but rather they were gifts of a sort which 
allowed him to enter into the more limited understanding of others and 
to open other men’s eyes to things they had not perceived before.20

One of the devices Anselm uses to help open the eyes of others is 
forthrightness about what he is trying to do when he writes. And if “ratio 
fidei” really does describe Anselm’s method, as Southern suggests it does, 
then his clearly stated goals in his works should relate to that method and 
should shed light on just what it is. Examinations of the Monologion, the 
Proslogion, Cur Deus Homo, and the letter De Incarnatione Verbi will help to 
clarify what is still unclear regarding ratio fidei.
 The original title of the Monologion, which was Exemplum meditandi 
de ratione fidei (“An Example of Meditating on the Reason of Faith”),21 
explicitly describes the goal of the book. Anselm explains that this work 
is his response to the request of his Benedictine confreres 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 related to such a meditation, as a sort of pattern (exemplum) for 
meditating on these things.”22 The presence of the word “pattern,” or 
exemplum, demonstrates that the aim of the Monologion remains what 
its original title described: It is to be an example of meditation, and an 
example is something that is shared. In this case, it is something to be 
shared among friends: Anselm’s Benedictine confreres. This points to 
an aspect of ratio fidei, not revealed by thinking solely in regard to the 

20 Evans, Anselm and Talking, 206.
21 Anselm, Proslogion, in Opera Omnia, vol. 1, 94. Translation mine.
22 Anselm, Prologue to the Monologion, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 1.
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articles of faith, that is found in the influence of monastic life on Anselm’s 
thought: the communal aspect. Moreover, “absolutely nothing” in this 
meditation, he writes, “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, 
unsophisticated arguments, and straightforward disputation.”23 All of this 
points to communality as well; the “necessity of reason” and the “clarity of 
truth” can be shared, for they are the common property of all. And “plain 
style, unsophisticated arguments, and straightforward disputation” are 
strong aids to the relationship between teacher and student, between 
author and reader, between Anselm and his brother monks.
 Anselm’s magnificent Proslogion provides more insight into 
what is being shared. As with the Monologion, the original title of the 
Proslogion succinctly states the goal of the work: Fides quaerens intellectum 
(“Faith seeking understanding”). Whereas the Monologion was something 
“woven together by the chaining of many arguments,” for the Proslogion, 
Anselm tells us, “I began to seek with myself if perhaps one argument 
could be come upon that for proving itself would need nothing other than 
itself alone, and alone would suffice to build toward the following: that 
God truly is, and that he is the abovemost good who needs no other and 
whom all things need so that they may be and may be well, and whatever 
we believe about the divine substance.”24 That is, to say the least, a bold 
endeavor. Ratio fidei is not mentioned in the title or the preface; but fides 
quaerens intellectum is, and intellectum—understanding—is fundamentally 
a function of ratio. If faith seeks understanding, it does so in some way 
by the power of reason; and if that “one argument” can be come upon, 
one argument by which the mind is enlightened and led toward those 
ambitious goals, then it is found by the power of reason. But what does 
this mean for the relationship between fides and ratio in the structure of 
ratio fidei? Why does Anselm undertake his task “under the person of 
one endeavoring to straighten up his mind toward contemplating God 
and seeking to understand what he believes?”25 Furthermore, how does 
understanding fit into this schema?
 In the Proslogion’s beautiful first chapter Anselm prays, “Teach 
me to seek you and show yourself to the one seeking, because I am able 
neither to seek you unless you teach nor to come upon you unless you 

23 Ibid., 1.
24 Anselm, Preface to the Proslogion (Walz 17).
25 Ibid.
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show yourself. May I seek you by desiring, may I desire you by seeking. 
May I come upon you by loving, may I love you by coming upon you.”26 
This is clearly the language of longing and of love and does not appear at 
first glance to have anything to do with reason or philosophical discourse. 
But the next chapter will produce one of the most-analyzed rational 
arguments in the whole history of philosophy: “[S]omething than which 
nothing greater is able to be thought” must exist, and is God.27 Is there 
no real connection between these chapters? The relationship becomes 
clear in light of what is involved in loving someone: a desire to know and 
understand the beloved ever better and more fully.

I confess, Lord, and I give thanks, because you have created in me this your 
image, that remembering you, I may think you, may love you. … I do not 
attempt, Lord, to penetrate your depth, because in no way do I compare 
my understanding to it; but I desire in some way to understand your 
truth, which my heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand 
so that I may believe, but I believe so that I may understand. For I believe 
this also: that unless I will have believed, I will not understand.28

Thus Anselm draws intimate connections between thinking and loving, 
between believing and understanding, and between understanding and 
loving. Not only is there no conflict between faith and reason for Anselm, 
but they are intimately wrapped up in one another, as both, together, are 
necessary to grow in the love of God and to “straighten up” the mind 
“toward contemplating God.” For faith is necessary to belief, and reason 
to understanding (and, perhaps less obviously, to belief as well). Nichols, 
observing that “several of the defenders of the ‘unique argument’… have 
been at pains to rescue the Proslogion from the ravages of philosophical 
critics by claiming that its intention is essentially spiritual or mystical,”29 
does well to point out not only that “prayer is the vital context of the 
argument,” but also that “to sever the argument entirely from this context 
is to lose its strictly philosophical force.”30 What is more, such a severing 
“ignores the fact that the Proslogion is simply littered with argumentative 
connectives.”31 This suggests a unique “Anselmian” unity of prayer and 
philosophy, a vibrant intimacy of faith and reason such that one could 

26 Anselm, Proslogion 1 (Walz 22–23).
27 Anselm, Proslogion 2 (Walz 23).
28 Anselm, Proslogion 1 (Walz 23).
29 Nichols, A Grammar, 70.
30 Ibid., 70–71.
31 Ibid., 73.



83The Reason of Faith : RICO

even speak of a reason proper to faith, a reason somehow belonging to faith, 
the reason of faith. Says Evans, “Faith and reason for Anselm were always 
mutually supportive, and he can hardly be expected to have thought 
about them separately with the intention of distinguishing two internally 
consistent and independent modes of thinking about God.” 32To separate 
faith and reason is not the movement of Anselm’s mind; it is not what his 
reason says about itself. Nichols insists, “Is it not a modern fallacy to suppose 
that a monastic and spiritual concern, such as Anselm’s undoubtedly was, 
must necessarily exclude a philosophical and rational concern? We need 
not surrender to impaling on the horns of the dilemma that would have the 
Proslogion to be either spirituality or philosophy but on no account both.”33 
What does the dynamic of such a prayer-philosophy concomitance look 
like? Etienne Gilson suggests this simple, straightforward possibility, that 
“love moves faith to seek understanding.”34 And love employs the reason 
of faith, ratio fidei, to accomplish this.
 Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo, his reflection on the “reason or 
necessity” by which God became a man,35 more clearly describes that 
motion by which love moves faith to seek understanding:

And—leaving 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,’ 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 toward understanding, the closer 
he comes to that vision for which we all long.36

Here, Anselm makes explicit the dynamic which was introduced in the 
Proslogion: Love moves faith to seek understanding, which itself is the 
medium between faith and vision, or seeing. This, of course, is the seeing 
not of the bodily eye, but of the soul; it is the immediate beholding of the 
divine. Perhaps not available in this life, this beholding is the goal of the 
understanding of the reasons of the divine mysteries; and faith, believing, 
seeks to understand that which by it is believed. Gilson clarifies what this 

32 Evans, Anselm and Talking, 138.
33 Nichols, A Grammar, 71.
34 Etienne Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy, 617, Note 45.
35 Anselm, CDH I:1, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 245.
36 Anselm, CDH, Commendation of the Work to Pope Urban II, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 
237.
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understanding pertains to:

Anselm proposed not to render the mysteries of faith intelligible in 
themselves, which would have been to suppress them, but to prove by 
what he called “necessary reasons” that rational inquiry well-conducted 
necessarily ends in supporting them. That was a high ambition but it must 
not be forgotten that however strongly he might trust the power of reason, 
Saint Anselm never imagined that it would succeed in understanding 
mystery. To prove by logically necessary reasons that God exists, that 
he is one single God in three Persons, and that the incarnation of the 
Word was necessary to save mankind, is not to understand the secrets 
of divine nature or the mystery of a God made man for our salvation. 
To understand a mystery would be much more than to understand its 
necessity.37

Anselm strongly emphasizes the call into this dynamic of understanding, 
as well as its proper ordering, through the words of Boso, his interlocutor 
in the Cur Deus Homo dialogue:

Just as right order requires that we believe the deep matters of Christian 
faith before we undertake to examine them by reason, so too I think we 
would be derelict if we did not strive to understand what we believe, 
once we have been made steadfast in faith. For this reason…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?38

Here, Boso is pressing Anselm (again, emphasizing the communal nature 
of the dynamic) to help him gain understanding, by reason, of what he 
already believes. Reflecting on this passage, Hans Urs von Balthasar 
eloquently points out the uniqueness of Anselm’s notions:

This effort of the understanding is what is decisively Anselmian in the 
universal Christian demand of intellegere fidem. Anselm, who much more 
than Augustine emphasises the freedom of the creature, experiences this 
effort as an obligation of gratitude in response to the word of revelation: 
“It seems to me to be negligence, if, after we have been established in 

37 Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy, 130.
38 Anselm, CDH I:1, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 245–46.
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the faith, we do not make the effort to understand what we believe.” … 
If it is truly the Logos who became man, then it can only be the case that 
in this, his highest manifestation, the whole meaning of Being is made 
manifest, and to grasp this, at least in outline, belongs to the dignity of a 
Christian.39

One final consideration emerges from Anselm’s stated intentions in the 
Cur Deus Homo: that of beauty and its relationship to reason. Regarding 
the investigation into the question at the center of the dialogue, Anselm 
remarks that “the solution can be understood by anyone and is appealing 
to everyone because of the beauty of its reasoning.”40 Shortly thereafter, 
objecting to Boso’s request, Anselm replies, “I also shrink from your 
request because the subject matter is not merely precious but…beautiful 
in its reasoning beyond the understanding of men.”41 That reason which 
is in some way faith’s own has to do with all these things as well: a call, 
or even obligation, to seek understanding; a proper ordering of that 
understanding to faith and seeing; and a beauty which surpasses the 
understanding of men.
 Anselm’s letter De Incarnatione Verbi clarifies the function of ratio 
fidei in human thought. This letter was written in response to Roscelin of 
Compiègne’s claim that the Persons of the Trinity were three independent 
beings, a claim with which he associated Anselm and Lanfranc, thus 
asserting “nothing less than Anselm’s support for a heresy.”42 Its final draft, 
addressed to Pope Urban II, focuses strongly on the failure of Roscelin’s 
reason and his confusion of the proper ordering of the rational dynamic 
of faith and understanding. For Anselm, Roscelin’s presumption stands in 
opposition to the reason of faith:

I shall preface a few words 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 acknowledging 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 lips is not true. Instead, always 
holding that same faith unswervingly, loving it, and living in accordance 

39 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Studies in Theological Styles, 219
40 Anselm, CDH I:1, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 245.
41 Ibid., 246.
42 Southern, Portrait, 177.
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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, but instead let him bow his 
head in reverent submission.43

In presumption, the faith-understanding dynamic is reversed; and what 
happens to those who try to reverse this dynamic? “They are compelled 
to fall into manifold errors because their intellect fails them.”44 “Their 
minds are too dark” even to “distinguish between a horse and its color.”45 
Anselm cannot emphasize the point enough, firmly establishing the right 
order of the dynamic surrounding understanding and straightforwardly 
explaining the reason for it: “There is no room for doubt about what I say: 
one who has not believed will not understand. For one who has not believed 
will not experience, and one who has not experienced will not know.”46 
The two alternatives—the proper or the improper ordering of reason—are 
clear: “Let no one, therefore, be in a hurry to plunge into the thicket unless 
he has first sought in firmness of faith the weight of good character and 
wisdom, lest he should run carelessly and frivolously among the many 
side-roads of sophistries and be snared by some obstinate falsehood.”47 
In this letter, then, is special fraternal concern with the reasons behind 
the dynamic of faith and understanding, as well as a warning about the 
consequences of departing from that dynamic’s proper ordering.
 Attempting to clarify the ambiguity that arose from a grammatical 
analysis of “ratio fidei” by appealing to the stated goals in Anselm’s works 
has presented several elements for consideration. These elements may seem 
somewhat disparate: the intellectual communality inherent in Anselm’s 
example of meditating, the concomitance of prayer and philosophy in 
the dynamic of faith seeking understanding, the proper ordering of that 
dynamic, the beauty of reasoning, the obligation to seek understanding, 
fraternal concern with carrying out that obligation in the properly ordered 
way. But they all display a beautiful consonance in light of this crucial 
reality: that Anselm was a Benedictine monk. In the influence of monastic 
life on his thought can be found the thread that holds all these apparently 
disparate elements of the reason of faith together. “As a Benedictine 
monk,” posits Jeremy Driscoll, “Anselm’s philosophical understanding 

43 Anselm, De Incarnatione Verbi 1, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 215.
44 Ibid., 215.
45 Ibid., 217.
46 Ibid., 216–17.
47 Ibid., 217.
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grows out of his life of prayer.”48 There is no real separation between the 
two. They are truly integrated, as is proper to the life of a Christian, and 
especially Benedictine monks. Anselm’s integration, portrayed clearly in 
his writing, is remarkable: his “slender work” is “radiant and perfectly 
balanced.”49 The life of prayer of such a person is fundamentally one of 
love, of longing for and seeking after the beloved, who is God; and, as 
mentioned earlier, one naturally seeks to know and understand better 
whom one loves, and so enters into contemplation of the beloved. This is 
especially true in the life of the monk. But such contemplation is unique, 
and genuinely philosophical:

The decisive thing about this monastic contemplation is that it is not 
ecstasy, nor feeling, but contemplative reason…contemplation albeit of 
a reason on a pilgrimage of longing, between earthly faith and eternal 
vision. … It is the contemplation, above all, of a praying reason which 
only hopes to find insight in dialogue with the eternal truth, and therefore 
ever again passes over from the form of meditation to that of prayer.50

This is truly a rational concern; so the reason of faith—the reason belonging 
to that which is prior to understanding—is intimately connected with an 
act of love, as in the Proslogion. Moreover, as von Balthasar points out, “The 
content of faith is specified by the pressure of love and derives both its 
measure and its title to existence from it. In every way this is remarkable: 
not only in respect of the sequence love-hope-faith, but also in the way 
the Christian faith is incorporated without break into the classical eros in 
its movement towards God.”51 Thus arises the faith-understanding-seeing 
dynamic addressed in the Proslogion and Cur Deus Homo. But one neither 
carries this out in utter isolation nor under constraint, especially not the 
monk:

[Anselm’s] reason is monastic, like that of the Areopagite, but it is 
Benedictine, and that means both communal and dialogic at the same 
time. Its monastic form is contemplative, beholding, transparent; its 
Benedictine content is manifest in the consciousness of freedom and in a 
form of life stamped by freedom…and this vision reveals to him absolute 

48 Jeremy Driscoll, OSB, telephone conversation with the author, November 30, 2011. Rev. 
Driscoll is Professor of Patristics at Sant’ Anselmo University in Rome and Mount Angel 
Seminary in Saint Benedict, Oregon, and a monk of Mount Angel Abbey.
49 Von Balthasar, Studies, 211.
50 Ibid., 212.
51 Ibid., 230–31.
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beauty: God’s beauty in the freely fashioned form of the world.52

Love is not only for God but is shared with others as well, and reason 
and love together seek that others know and love the absolutely beautiful 
beloved. Reason—especially Anselm’s monastic reason—gathers together 
communality, the drive of love, the call or obligation to understanding 
that nevertheless respects the freedom of the one loving, the ordering 
of the life of reason which leads to the beloved, and the beauty to be 
witnessed through that life. As a good teacher, Anselm demonstrates 
genuine concern for his readers, paying attention to their needs as readers 
both in his philosophical writings53 and in his prayers,54 seeking to avoid 
boring or confusing them. He wishes to share with others, most especially 
his confreres, the adventure of seeking the beloved and beautiful God 
through reason; he wants to bring others along with him; charity moves 
him to do this; and although he will not admit it, he is a good guide for 
this adventure.
 There is almost a recklessness in Anselm’s writing, that of great 
confidence in the gift of reason; and as Southern points out, although the 
vast majority of Anselm’s works come from the latter half of his life, “The 
first impression Anselm’s writings make is one of youthful brilliance and 
intensity.”55 Von Balthasar elucidates this well:

A basic formula, like the one Anselm used for his conception of God, “id 
quo majus cogitari non potest,” is markedly the idea of a youthful heart. 
That idea, not of the “greatest,” but of the “always greater,” counters 
every possible opponent in advance. …
 This is the enthusiasm of the innocent pilgrim whose heart 
continually threatens to burst at the paradoxes of the inventions of 
God. … All of them (standing here for the countless others that could be 
named) have encountered the youthful Word of God, who has imparted 
to them his youth. Their youth is only the reflection and the proof of the 
youth of the Word that inspires them.56

Anselm is indeed youthfully, remarkably confident, and this confidence, in 
reason informed by faith and belonging to faith, is a direct consequence 
of the trust essential to faith; being rational, it is a product of ratio fidei. 

52 Ibid., 211.
53 Anselm, Prologue to the Monologion, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 1.
54 Anselm, “Preface,” in Prayers and Meditations, 89.
55 Southern, Portrait, 87.
56 Von Balthasar, Anthropology, 265.
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Southern can truthfully point out,

The idea that the task of the theologian was to reconcile apparent 
contradictions arose from the controversies of the time. It influenced 
the future in countless ways. But this was not Anselm’s method: there 
is never in his works a moment of indecision, of poise between two 
opposites, and a final resolution of the point at issue. If ever there was 
a moment of irresolution we are not allowed to see it: in all his writings, 
he appears on the field already a victor, ready to explain, perhaps to 
demonstrate, but not to fight. None of the paraphernalia of pro and contra, 
of distinguo and respondeo had any place in his thought. For him the points 
about which others argued were the points which were settled before 
arguments began.57

Hand in hand with this confidence is Anselm’s innocence, on account of 
which he can be so incredulous at Roscelin’s error.58 All of this hinges on 
trust, trust in the God who Anselm believes will not deceive him. And not 
only does love seek to know the beloved, but faith trusts the beloved as 
beloved to reveal himself to the one seeking him. Faith, fundamentally, 
is trust; and no narrower understanding of fides will give us an adequate 
notion of ratio fidei. Says von Balthasar, “Anselm characterizes this faith as 
credere in summum essentiam, because the ‘in’ expresses both the movement 
towards God and the acceptance of all that which is a presupposition for 
such a thrusting forward (intentio).”59 Far from what it may appear at first 
glance, then, the reason of faith, ratio fidei, is nothing less than this: the 
dynamic guiding principle of a great adventure, an adventure requiring 
daring, confidence, a youthful spirit, a profound innocence, a great love 
for that adventure and its end, and above all, trust. Life as a monk is 
mysteriously and generously such an adventure, in ways perhaps not 
readily apparent to one who has not lived that life or known those who 
have.
 Augustine’s notion of faith elucidates this: One needs trust to 
“think with assent what is not seen.” And that “movement of the mind” 
which belongs to such thinking, that “contemplative reason,” moves the 
mind from trust to the pilgrimage, the adventure, of lovingly seeking 
understanding. Ratio fidei, then, is an ordering principle of the mind 
itself directed by love of God and by which, trusting in God as beloved 
57 Southern, Anselm, 48.
58 DIV 1, in Anselm: Basic Writings, 213: “I could not imagine that anyone would not 
realize he was in error.”
59 Von Balthasar, Studies, 230.
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and motivated by that same love for him, one seeks to enter into and is 
guided through the dynamic whereby, believing, he advances from faith 
to understanding, hoping for the vision of God, and, motivated by love 
of others, seeks to help them enter into the same. It is a gift from God, 
a gift that guides thought, a gift given to the Christian out of love. And 
this gift leads one along to a world of a reason even broader and more 
encompassing, in the very mind of the beloved and beautiful God; and 
Anselm promises us that “the reason of truth is so abundant and so deep 
that mortals cannot come to the end of it.”60
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