
 1 

Theological Equipping Class – Anselm 

 

 
 

Early Life: 

 

Born in Aosta, Italy in 1033 A.D. 

 

His parents were both of noble families and wealthy 

 

Left home for France after his mother’s death at the age of 22 

 

 

 

Goes to France for Education (1056 A.D.) 

 

 
 

Anselm enters the monastic school in Bec (Normandy), France in 1059 A.D., around the age of 25 

• He would spend more than 30 years of his life here 

• He primarily went to Bec to study under Lanfranc 
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Lanfranc: 

 
 

In the 10th-11th Centuries there was a continual debate about the relationship between Faith and Reason. 

• Lanfranc became a leading voice in this debate. 

o Don’t just appeal to proof texts. We use our minds God gave us to think about theology. 

o “Blessed is the man who walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, 

nor sits in the seat of scoffers; but his delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law he 

meditates day and night.” – Psalm 1:1-2 

• Anselm would be Lanfranc’s best student and one of the defining voices on the relationship between 

Faith and Reason for the rest of church history. 

 

Anslem’s Theological Method: Faith Seeking Understanding 

 

“I do not seek, Lord, to reach your heights, for my intellect is as nothing compared to them. But I seek in some 

way to understand your truth, which my heart believes and loves. For I do not seek to understand in order to 

believe, but rather I believe in order to understand.” – Anselm 

• NOT seeking to “prove” doctrine 

o Rather, seeking to explore, by reason, what he believed on the basis of authority 

• Starting Point is Faith. Then Anselm uses logic (or reason) as a tool to help analyze theology further 

 

“By always adhering to the same faith without hesitation, by loving it, and by humbly living according to it, a 

Christian ought to argue how they are, insomuch as one can look for reasons. If one can understand, one 

should thank God; if one cannot, one should bow one’s head in veneration rather than sound off trumpets.” – 

Anselm 

 

Anselm’s Goal: Strengthening of faith and worship 

 

 

Anselm takes Monastic Vows: 

 

Anslem takes monastic vows 1060 A.D. at the age of 27 

 

His identity of a monk is vital for understanding his theology. 

• His theology will be a fusion of monastic meditation and rigorous theological thinking. 

• Logic allows him to think deeply and contemplate the beauties of theology 

 

Anselm’s first writings are prayers and meditations on the devotional life:  
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Important Historical Events: 

 
• William the Conqueror conquered England in 1066 A.D. (Battle of Hastings) 

o He then drew leaders from Normandy to help with church and state matters 

o Lanfranc was called to be Archbishop of Canterbury in 1070 A.D. 

 

 

Anselm Rising through the Ranks: 

 

Anselm becomes Prior at Bec (leader in the school) at the age of 30 

• Even as a young man, he’s becoming well known outside of Bec for brilliance and devotion 

 

Anselm becomes the Abbot (head of the school) of Bec in 1078 A.D. at the age of 45 and begins to rub 

shoulders with high influential people 

 

 

Monologion (1078 A.D.) 

 

Monologion is an attempt to meditate upon the essence of the trinitarian God 

 

Anselm writes: 

• Everyone has an idea of something that is “good” as well as an idea that some things are “better” than 

others. 

• Therefore there should be something that is supremely “Best.” And what is “Best” would therefore be 

God 

• “Of all the things that exist, there is one nature that is supreme. It alone is self-sufficient in its eternal 

happiness, yet through its all-powerful goodness it creates and gives to all other things their very 

existence and their goodness.” - Anselm 

• God doesn’t submit to a standard of goodness. Rather He is Goodness personified. 

• Towards the end Anselm meditates on the Trinitarian Nature of God 

 

 

Proslogion (1079 A.D.) 

 

A meditation on God that culminates in what has come to be known as “ontological proof” of God’s existence. 

 

Anselm is not trying to prove God’s existence to people who don’t believe in him. 

 

“Let me discern Your light whether it be from afar or from the depths. Teach me to seek You, and reveal 

Yourself to me as I seek, because I can either seek You if You do not teach me how, nor find You unless You 

reveal Yourself. 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 and finding You.” – Anselm 
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“I do not try, Lord, to attain Your lofty heights, because my understanding is in no way equal to it. But I do 

desire to understand Your truth a little, that truth that 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 

believe, I shall not understand.’ (Isa. 7:9)” – Anselm 

 

 

“Well then, Lord, You who give understanding to faith, grant me that I may understand, as much as You see fit, 

that You exist as we believe You to exist, and that You are what we believe You to be. Now we believe that You 

are something than which nothing greater can be thought. Or can it be that a thing of such nature does not 

exist, since “the Fool says in his heart there is no God?” But surely, when the same Fool hears what I am 

speaking about, namely, ‘something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought,’ he understands what he 

hears, and what he understands is in his mind, even if he does not understand that it actually exists…” 

• He’s starting with faith, “we believe you to exist” 

• The Fool says “there is no God” 

• Even the Fool can understand ‘something-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought’ in his mind 

 

 

“…And surely ‘that-than-which-nothing-greater-can-be-thought’ cannot exist in the mind alone. For if it exists 

solely in the mind, it can be thought to exist in reality also, which is greater. If then ‘that-than-which-nothing-

greater-can-be-thought,’ exist in the mind alone, this same ‘that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought,’ is 

‘that-than-which-a-greater-can-be-thought.’ But this is obviously impossible. Therefore there is an absolutely 

no doubt that ‘something-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought,’ exist both in the mind and in reality.” - 

Anselm 

• Since God (the Greatest Being) can exist in your mind, He must also exist in reality, because to exist is 

better than not to exist. 

• If  that Being did not exist, it wouldn’t be the “greatest Being” 

 

 

Goal of Anselm’s meditation: “I pray, oh God, that I may know You and love You, so that I may rejoice in 

You... I ask, Lord, as You counsel through our admirable counselor. May I receive what You promised through 

Your truth so that my ‘joy may be complete.’ God of truth, I ask that I may receive so that my ‘joy may be 

complete.’ Until then let my mind meditate on it, let my tongue speak of it, let my heart love it, let my mouth 

preach it. Let my soul hunger for it, let my flesh thirst for it, my whole being desired, until I enter the ‘joy of the 

Lord,’ who is God, Three in One, ‘blessed forever. Amen.’” – Anslem 

 

 

Anselm Becomes Archbishop of Canterbury 

 

Lanfranc dies and Anselm was called to be the next Archbishop of Canterbury in 1093 A.D. at the age of 60  

• He reluctantly accepts, knowing that the relationship between the Church and State in England was very 

tense. 

• He was exiled several times at the end of his life 
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Why God became Man 

 
 

Views of Atonement up to this point: 

• Ransom View 

• Victory View (Christus Victor) 

• Anselm is going to bring a big shift towards a third view: Satisfaction View (Substitutionary View) 

 

Background: Feudalism 

• Lord expect: Military service, taxation, loyalty, hospitality, etc. 

• Vassals expect: Safe environment, land to work and generate income, lord takes care of the children if 

you die, etc. 

• If the vassal fails to hold up his end (dishonoring his lord), the lord is entitled to retribution 

o Normally, when the relationship broke down, the lord allows the vassal to do something to 

“restore honor” 

 

Why God became Man: 

• God is the ultimate Lord and has infinite honor. 

o We already owe Him our lives, worship, etc. 

o We sinned against Him and infinitely offended His honor 

• We, the vassals, must make restitution or satisfaction for our offense 

o The problem: Our offense is greater than we can pay (its infinite) 

• There is only one way for Man to be saved and the offense against God’s honor to be satisfied: If God 

becomes man and pays the debt on man’s behalf. 

o “No one can pay except God, and no one ought to pay except man: it is necessary that a God–

Man should pay it” – Anselm 

 

“Every western theologian that is written on atonement is influenced by Anslem.” - Carl Trueman 

 

 
Anselm’s Impact: 

• An increased role for reason in theology 

• A major shift in the understanding of the atonement 

o From emphasis on the incarnation to emphasis on the death of Christ 

o From emphasis on the power of sin to emphasis on the guilt of sin 

o Rise in the concept of honor or “rightness” 

• Ontological Argument is famous but not widely adopted by Church 

 


