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The credo of Anselm of Canterbury, faith seeking understanding, is examined within 
the context of twenty-fi rst-century cosmology. To begin, the credo is situated within 
the varieties of its broad usage, primarily within a Christian context but also within the 
realm of philosophy. Specifi cally, the approach is developed that faith is the volitional 
posture for continued understanding, rather than the idea that faith is the precursor 
and a forerunner to the higher ground of understanding that replaces faith. While 
understanding is an aspirational goal, the sustained, mutual presence of volitional 
“faith” and rational “understanding” are necessary. 

Next, the vast gains in understanding within the astronomical sciences are briefl y 
reviewed, leading naturally to the crescendo of the “dark component” discoveries 
and the unresolved tensions that remain. Specifi cally, the concept of quintessence is 
explained as a volitional placeholder that motivationally drives a better understanding 
of a dark energy mechanism; “understanding” is put forth here as a deeper and more 
focused set of questions that replenishes and strengthens our volitional posture. Such 
concepts fall into a pattern and manner of doing science in which “faith” leads to deeper 
insight and understanding. 

Where cosmological sciences are viewed rightly as a complicated process involving an 
ever increasing set of questions, cosmology always incorporates volitional components 
in proportion to its established epistemic understanding. In this view, materialistic 
scientism lacks an all-encompassing scaffolding, and science provides only one 
means of knowing reality. While Christian faith shares a volitional component with 
cosmology, it also retains an epistemic faith that is never fully alleviated, nor is it ever 
fully rationalized.

I. The Credo of Anselm and 
Its Meaning

 Anselm of Canterbury lived and fl our-
ished as a Benedictine Father around 
1100 in Bec, France. He is best known 
for the Proslogion, Why God Became Man, 
and specifi cally the “ontological argu-
ment” for the existence of God. Another 
famous statement of Saint Anselm is 
found in the Monologion as “fi des quaerens 
intellectum,” faith seeking understanding 
(FSU). Both ends of the phrase overlap 

and situate themselves within the realms 
of theology and epistemology, separately 
and jointly. Because the idea of reason 
fi ts integrally with understanding, and 
as modern Christianity always hopes 
to be more reasonable, FSU has become 
an important phrase within Christian 
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 theology. Similarly, epistemology fi nds itself offi -
cially as a branch of philosophy, and “faith” and 
“understanding” both have the acquisition of knowl-
edge within their scope. However, the usage of FSU 
has a panorama of meanings and interpretations, 
both originally within Anselm as well as within its 
modern, Christian context. A few modern interpreta-
tions are introduced below and a specifi c meaning is 
established for the purpose of this study.

A. Replacement Phenomenon 
(Understanding Supersedes Faith)

One manner of interpreting the phrase “faith seek-
ing understanding” is that one begins in a state of 
“faith,” in which belief in a proposition has  little 
foundation, and then as reason is applied that 
original faith is transformed into “understand-
ing.” Similarly, as understanding is established and 
solidifi ed, it replaces faith. Because the arguments 
of Anselm are developed as a matter of logical 
deduction, “understanding” is viewed as the higher 
epistemological ground. Faith is made surer by the 
establishment of a fi rmer understanding. In this case, 
“faith” is viewed as an understudy, an epistemic 
mechanism for acquiring knowledge until “under-
standing” is established as a basis for the knowledge. 
To quote, “faith seeking understanding … is a mode 
for turning one kind of knowledge into another 
kind … faith-knowledge into understanding-knowl-
edge.”1 Through reason, “a process of unfolding” 
occurs whereby knowledge once acquired by faith is 
matured into a deeper understanding.

Along similar lines, the end of “understanding” is 
packaged as an “actualization” and/or “realiza-
tion” of faith. In discussions such as this, it seems 
that Anselm’s arguments satisfi ed his curiosity for 
the existence of God and the incarnation of Jesus. 
Although Anselm’s arguments are sound, com-
plete, and logically satisfying, Anselm is not satisfi ed 
despite his best efforts to reason for God’s existence 
(see below). This particular view is somewhat mud-
dled by the confusion of the sciences as “positive 
disciplines in which one arrives at knowledge via 
sustainable proof.”2  In order to live up to the need 
for certainty, we view Anselm as the champion of 
transforming belief into reason. The human long-
ing “to fi nally arrive at … the ultimate realization of 
our faith” misconstrues Anselm’s faith as well as the 
epistemic processes of science. 

In summary, “faith seeking understanding” is often 
taken within Christian communities as the process of 
making surer intellectual commitments through the 
process of reason. While logical and rational thinking 
are important and essential to following Jesus, it is 
not clear that this view fully captures the meaning of 
the FSU phrase, nor of the typical processes of learn-
ing (science, included). While we may wish that the 
tension and struggle of our doubts would subside, 
a supplement of faith with reason does not have the 
magical effect of alleviating the need for faith. Some 
of the confusion between faith and understanding 
can be cleared by viewing Anselm’s faith as a voli-
tional undercurrent in the search for understanding. 
This particular idea is now addressed.

B. Faith as a Volitional Posture for 
Understanding

It is evident from Anselm’s writings that the desire 
to know and understand is uppermost in his 
thinking. The following excerpt is exemplary and 
demonstrative:

Lord, I am not trying to make my way to your 
height … but I do desire to understand a little of 
your truth which my heart already believes and 
loves. I do not seek to understand so that I may 
believe, but I believe so that I may understand; 
and what is more, I believe that unless I do believe 
I shall not understand.3 

It is the nature of Anselm’s believing and the mean-
ing of faith within the FSU phrase that heightens our 
attention. While it is not prudent to seek to establish 
the concrete differences between volition and cogni-
tion, it may be enough to hold volition as a measure 
of resolve while cognition signals a level of know-
ing. In my view, this measure of resolve seems to 
connect more fl uidly with Anselm’s “belief” as a 
measure of his “desire to understand,” rather than 
“belief” as a means of knowing that gives way to 
solid understanding.

Because the works of Anselm are ubiquitous in both 
secular philosophy studies and Christian theologi-
cal works, the volitional nature of the FSU mantra 
is highlighted by both spheres of study. Within the 
realm of philosophy proper, this view is addressed 
most directly by the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(SEP). To provide their full explanation, 

But Anselm is not hoping to replace faith with 
understanding. Faith for Anselm is more a 
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volitional state than an epistemic state: it is love for 
God and a drive to act as God wills. In fact, Anselm 
describes the sort of faith that “merely believes 
what it ought to believe” as “dead” (Monologion, 
78) … So “faith seeking understanding” means 
something like “an active love of God seeking a 
deeper knowledge of God.”4

Here, “faith” (in FSU), “love” (from the SEP), and 
“desire” (from Anselm’s confession above) are terms 
that imply a volitional undercurrent not only sup-
porting and guiding one’s rational inquiry, but also 
providing the will in the midst of confusion, para-
dox, and struggle. This volitional undercurrent as a 
“drive” will be explored in what follows.

In his book with the same title, Faith Seeking 
Understanding, Daniel Migliore’s view of FSU def-
initely fi ts the mold of faith as an active pursuit 
subsisting in the will. For Migliore, “faith” ventures, 
dares, struggles, fi ghts, and calls. In this context, 
faith persists through the unresolved questions of 
Christian theology into new fertile ground, rather 
than being replaced by assured understanding.5 In 
fact, faith of the kind described by Migliore journeys 
into deeper intellectual water and more-diffi cult 
questions. For Migliore, as for Anselm, faith and 
understanding symbiotically interplay with each 
other as will and intellect, instead of as competing 
degrees of intellectual ascent.

Karl Barth’s work with the same title (this time in 
Latin), Fides Quaerens Intellectum, lays out a simi-
lar scope in its initial claim. Here, Barth goes to 
great lengths to remind his readers that “the aim 
of theology cannot be … to deliver their faith from 
doubt.”6 This statement corroborates the idea that, 
for Anselm, understanding serves a greater purpose 
than the replacement of faith. Further within Barth’s 
thought, “according to Anselm’s psychology, faith is 
in effect primarily a movement of the will.”7 Though 
there is more to Anselm’s faith as Barth interprets, 
this view into Anselm’s mind reveals that “faith” 
collaborates in the process of “understanding” with 
volitional overtones of guidance.

Specifi c Anselm studies also draw attention to the 
volitional tendency within the FSU credo. Eileen 
Sweeney describes the interplay between faith and 
understanding as a “double-reliance,” in which again 
both subsist and are strengthened in the interplay in 
order to address the impossible, to understand the 

one “which none greater can be conceived.” For her 
also, Anselm activates faith as it motivates reason 
independently in “an intense desire to know about 
the subjects he explores by reason.”8 In some of our 
Christian contexts, perhaps by taking out the active 
portion of the credo (“seeking”), we have mistakenly 
associated the terms (“faith” and “reason” are both 
types of mental processes) instead of keeping them 
separate as distinct entities, as Anselm intended. 
In the end, Sweeney sees Anselm’s dissatisfaction 
with the logical ends of his reasoning as the ultimate 
vindication for the separation of volition and cogni-
tion. In the completion of the ontological argument, 
“[Anselm] has moved to a sense of God as beyond 
his grasp and has increased rather than satisfi ed his 
desire” (my emphasis).9 

In summary, FSU is a mental process not only of 
varying degrees within the same type (cognition) 
but also of varying degrees of complementary types 
that strengthen in degree (volition and cognition). 
According to several thinkers, both those within 
Christian theology and those more generally across 
philosophy, what Anselm refers to as “faith” actually 
resides in the will and presents itself as a volitional 
undercurrent. This undercurrent presupposes un-
derstanding, is strengthened by the attainment of 
understanding, and yet extends beyond the present 
form of understanding. Demonstratively, this type 
of “faith” exists independently of cognition and does 
not subside when “understanding” is achieved. In 
this form, FSU exhibits the qualities of a method of 
learning rather than a mental process of knowledge 
acquisition and transformation. Having substanti-
ated the method of FSU, I test the similarities of FSU 
to science learning in application to twenty-fi rst-cen-
tury cosmological studies.

II. Twentieth-Century Cosmology 
Revisited

It is almost unfathomable that less than one hun-
dred years ago the question of whether the Milky 
Way galaxy stood alone in the universe was debat-
able. Even the champion of “island universes” in the 
Great Debate of 1920, Heber Curtis held to an anti-
Copernican model that placed our solar system at 
the center of the Milky Way. Hubble’s discovery of 
Cepheid variables in the Andromeda galaxy not only 
destroyed Harlow Shapley’s single-galaxy universe, 
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but also revolutionized our picture of the universe as 
static and evident. Humbled to the outskirts of our 
own galaxy, we became a mere leafl et in the uncon-
cerned fl ow of the stream of cosmic time.

Moreover, even in the mid-twentieth century when 
astronomers had narrowed their studies to the 
“search for only two numbers” (the precise values 
of the Hubble and the deceleration parameters), the 
ghost of Fritz Zwicky and other dark apparitions 
dealt another slice of humble pie to cosmologists. 
Astronomers reasoned by the 1970s that the “decel-
eration parameter” (q0) was less than one-half, which 
implied that there was not enough mass-energy in 
the universe to slow the expansion. This conclusion 
was in combination with the observation that there 
was much less matter in the universe than assumed. 
In fact, even with the amount of “missing mass” 
(read, dark matter) set at unprecedented levels, there 
was still no closing the universe, as measurements 
were still short by a factor of fi ve. In their history of 
twentieth-century astronomy, Jeremiah Ostriker and 
Simon Mitton correctly summarize that “the quan-
titative evidence was simply too uncertain to make 
defi nitive statements at this time.”10

From the late 1970s onward, most cosmological stud-
ies considered the possibility of an open universe 
with a non-zero cosmological constant (Lambda, ). 
As an example, the ingenious and visionary Beatrice 
Tinsley authored “Accelerating Universe Revisited” 
in 1978.11 Here, she surmised various cosmological 
scenarios that involved contributions from a con-
stant that opposed gravitation, that is, a negative 
pressure contribution. The resurgence of the cos-
mological constant, originally assigned the moniker 
“Einstein’s greatest blunder,” arose due to the fact 
that the density of matter was too little (even with 
the assertion of large amounts of dark matter) but 
that the universe seemed very “fl at” (no curvature). 
The curvature of the cosmos as fl at implies that the 
amount of matter in the observable universe (that is, 
the current density parameter, 0) is extremely close 
to the critical density (crit , the density at which uni-
versal attraction and expansion completely balance). 
As one introductory textbook puts this balance, “our 
very existence depends on the fanatically close bal-
ance (1 x 10-60) between the actual density and the 
critical density in the early universe.”12 The fl atness 
of the universe was also observed by microwave 
probes and remains a fi xture in most cosmological 

models. These two seemingly observational facts 
(that is, the lack of gravitating matter, yet the persis-
tence of cosmological fl atness) imply the existence 
of some other contribution to the mass-energy bud-
get of the universe. The stage was fi nally set for the 
Nobel Prize winning observations of 1998–1999 that 
brought Dark Energy into the everyday conversation 
of all who have an interest in cosmology.

III. Dark Energy and Its Proposed 
Origins

Dark energy is a concept conceived to explain the 
accelerating nature of the cosmic expansion. It was 
coined by cosmologist Michael Turner as a means 
to describe any component of the universe that 
provides a positive acceleration to the universal 
expansion.13 Though it had been known for decades 
that the universe was expanding, most cosmolo-
gists (and astronomers in total) assumed that the 
universe was “closed,” that is, the amounts of gravi-
tating matter were greater than the critical density, 
and that the universe would re-collapse at some 
future epoch. When two independent teams of cos-
mologists in 1998–1999 both observed that distant 
supernovae were “fainter than would be expected 
even for an empty universe,” the results were a “dra-
matic surprise.”14 Because the supernovae were 
dimmer than predicted, it was interpreted that the 
universe had stretched further apart than assumed 
for constant expansion (no acceleration). In 2011, the 
Nobel Prize in Physics was awarded to three scien-
tists “for the discovery of the accelerating expansion 
of the Universe through observations of distant 
supernovae.”15

It is now commonly accepted among the astro-
nomical community that dark energy comprises 
approximately 68% of the mass-energy density uni-
verse. Of course, this quantitative accuracy betrays 
the lack of assurance that this number satisfi es the 
requirement for a cosmologically fl at universe (no 
curvature) because the matter density is 32% (85% 
of this is dark matter) and the total density of the 
universe is very close to 1.0 (remember, the critical 
density). A common expression holds to display this 
relationship:

m + ΩΛ = 0total
 

or in numerical form, 

0.32 + 0.68 = 1.0.
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The current situation leaves astronomers in the pre-
carious position of not knowing the physical nature 
of 95% of the universe’s constituents, while being 
able to explain the infl uences within the cosmos. 
What is the nature of dark matter? What is the nature 
of dark energy? Is there a connection between these 
two “dark components” of our universe? Being able 
to accurately account for the effects of the universe 
does not imply understanding. Certainly, scientists 
discovering the answer to any of these questions 
would warrant the receipt of a Nobel Prize in 
Physics.

The propositions for the origin of and/or the mech-
anism for dark energy remain plenteous. Although 
recent measurements from the Planck mission of 
the cosmic microwave background16 and the Dark 
Energy Survey17 allude to the possible dominance of 
a cosmological constant, many interpretative models 
persist.18 Many proposed mechanisms utilize previ-
ously understood concepts in other areas of physics 
and apply them to the arena of cosmology. For the 
purposes of this article, I mention only two such 
mechanisms briefl y. 

The fi rst is the concept of negative kinetic energy 
within an equation of state. As you may remember, 
kinetic energy is required to maintain a positive sca-
lar value due to the squaring of the velocity and the 
nature of mass (always being positive). However, 
due to the repulsive nature of dark energy, a model 
of negative kinetic energy (since the fi eld is dynamic 
yet repulsive) is sometimes put forth. This is a 
phenomenological model designed to provide a con-
ceptual picture in order to motivate an equation of 
state. An equation of state establishes a relationship 
for characterizing a fl uid such as an unknown diffuse 
fi eld (for example, dark energy).19 Although scien-
tists are not actually seeking to measure a negative 
kinetic energy, the term does add meaning and moti-
vation due to the conceptual familiarity of the kinetic 
energy term.

A second concept that is often used to describe dark 
energy is that of quintessence. Again, a familiar idea, 
namely that of a new and unearthly substance in the 
form of a scalar fi eld, serves as a placeholder until 
new observations are made and models probed.20 
As the name suggests, quintessence is a specifi c 
form of matter that is minimally coupled to gravita-
tion.21 Quintessence can vary as a function of time 

in so-called “thawing” (becoming stronger with 
increasing time) and “freezing” (becoming weaker 
with increasing time) models. It suffi ces to show that 
quintessence is a malleable and somewhat amor-
phous concept, one that presents a specifi c picture 
while also preserving the opportunity for future 
fl exibility.22 

In summary, persistent observations imply the exis-
tence of a repulsive energy term responsible for the 
accelerating cosmic expansion. Familiar constructs 
used in new ways stand as surrogates until further 
data can be gathered. Dark components (energy 
and matter) beg the existence of new physics, new 
matter, or even paradigm-shifting revolutions in 
the way reality is perceived. In the words of the 
Planck (Telescope) Collaboration, one of the world’s 
authorities on dark energy, “we currently lack any 
compelling explanation for its value [the cosmologi-
cal constant], or a natural mechanism to produce 
it.”23 Despite the lack of foundational understanding 
regarding the phenomenon of dark energy, cosmo-
logical scientists maintain resolve that continued 
pursuit will produce the understanding they seek. In 
this way, scientists exert volitional strength in willing 
cosmology forward without signifi cant understand-
ing currently present.

IV. Cosmological Connections with 
FSU

While the proposition of attributing “faith” to scien-
tists is usually met with great skepticism, we revisit 
one aspect of faith as practiced by Anselm. As pre-
sented in Section I, the faith portion of FSU was seen 
as a desire and a volitional undercurrent motivating 
the search for understanding. Similarly, as scientists 
face the reality of not knowing what the vast major-
ity of the universe comprises, most are unshaken in 
their commitment to the proven methods of science 
in order to reveal greater knowledge. In this case, 
as is documented by philosophers of science, scien-
tists often proceed with intuition and presupposition 
even in the face of anomalous data.24 

Drawing further on the similarity to Anselm, science 
continues its further search for understanding as new 
vistas are realized. Science does not have the char-
acteristic of being satisfi ed once new understanding 
is achieved. Much like Anselm, greater understand-
ing fortifi es the will with a deeper  volitional resolve. 
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Chandrasekhar supports this idea by providing 
many historical examples in which scientists exhibit 
anticipatory passion and joy as deeper disciplinary 
connections are potentially realized.25 In this way, 
FSU presents a model for learning and advancing 
in any intellectual pursuit, including cosmological 
science.

Cosmology in the twenty-fi rst century exhibits many 
potential avenues for future development. Aligning 
the idea of FSU as an able, working analogy for the 
rhythm of science progression neither diminishes 
the results of cosmological science, nor hinders the 
embrace of science as a means for truth seeking. 
Rather, FSU supplements our traditional views of sci-
ence as proceeding strictly by the scientifi c method.26 
In fact, many philosophers of science and history call 
into question the traditional scientifi c method as the 
main method for propagation of our understand-
ing.27 FSU provides a framework for viewing science 
as a discipline that proliferates through volition as 
well as through cognition.

V. What Is the Diff erence?
In summary, the famous credo of “faith seeking 
understanding” is presented as a volitional under-
current supporting and motivating theological 
inquiry. As was true for Anselm as well as for mod-
ern-day theologians, the volitional undercurrent is 
strengthened and deepened in the achievement of 
increased intellectual understanding. Therefore, FSU 
should not be misinterpreted as a progression and 
culmination of intellectual cognition, in which faith 
is replaced by understanding. Cosmological science 
exhibits many characteristics that parallel any fi eld 
of questioning. Though many achievements have 
been obtained, the nature of the dark components of 
the universe is still unknown with any degree of con-
fi dence. This situation presents the opportunity to 
observe FSU as it unfolds within cosmology because 
science continues with volitional resolve to deeper 
understanding. Dark energy studies demonstrate 
volitional resolve as established concepts are re-used 
for the purpose of new understanding, for example, 
quintessence. 

Yet, differences between the underlying nature of the 
sciences and theology persist despite the similarities 
of volitional resolve in both fi elds. In the sciences, 

there is expectation that perception becomes clearer 
as more experiments and observations are made. 
For example, though the volitional resolve was 
high regarding the general theory of relativity in 
the original eclipse experiment measurements and 
interpretations, repeated and demonstrated obser-
vations continue to show support for the veracity of 
the theory. Therefore, the understanding produced 
in the sciences is epistemological in nature. Volition 
subsists but its logic is strengthened through obser-
vation and experimentation. 

Conversely, in the realm of theology and Christianity, 
faith remains along with hope and love.28 Though 
volition accords with the seeking of knowledge, and 
understanding results within the life of following 
Jesus, epistemic faith does not subside or become 
replaced with logical certainty. Confi dence is built 
as trust increases and understanding forms, but the 
object of trust continues to be held in faith experien-
tially. Beyond the quotes from Anselm earlier and 
the reference to Paul above, a few other examples 
will be offered. 

Seen as the birthplace of creativity and courage, vul-
nerability requires the persistence of epistemic faith 
in order to grow. If vulnerability depends on uncer-
tainty and risk, then certitude is anticorrelated with 
this desirable quality. In more explicitly religious 
contexts, the thought of both Blaise Pascal and Søren 
Kierkegaard thrive on the persistence of faith and 
trust in proportion to the growth of understanding. 
Pascal’s “certainty” in his conversion gave way to 
the clear imperative of “the wager” as it requires an 
element of faith.29 Similarly, Kierkegaard’s “leap of 
faith” (as in many other places) reveals the necessity 
and perseverance of faith despite the emergence of 
new knowledge and understanding. It is when sci-
ence and theology are viewed as complementary 
that the similarities and juxtapositions can be fully 
appreciated. When polarization and exclusivity are 
favored, wholeness is impossible. ☼
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Now to each one the manifestation of the 
Spirit is given for the common good. 

–1 Cor. 12:7


