Reflective Reading Reviews
Anselm – Proslogion
Anselm’s Proslogion, Chapter 1, is written as a prayer rather than an argument. Before presenting any theological argument, Anselm instructs the reader to enter the “inner room of your soul” to seek God through devotional prayer and meditation[footnoteRef:1]. The chapter acknowledges the distance between God and humanity; however, it also explores the human desire to understand God, who is beyond human understanding. Anselm states that God is everywhere, yet unable to be seen. Marilyn McCord Adams’s reading of the Proslogion supports this point of Chapter 1’s function. She describes the prayer as “a prayer-exercize for believers”, where one does not use reason alone but “speaks directly to God… asking questions of… putting puzzles to and/or begging help from” Him, before God “illumines” and “teaches” it[footnoteRef:2]. This reading supports Anselm’s theological principle of fides quaerens intellectum – or “faith seeking understanding”. As Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt explains, this approach does not view theology as simply accepting revealed truths, but as a process where reason seeks to understand what is believed[footnoteRef:3]. [1:  Anselm, Proslogion, Ch. 1.]  [2:  Marilyn McCord Adams, ‘Fides Quaerens Intellectum: St. Anselm’s Method in Philosophical Theology’, Faith and Philosophy: Journal of the Society of Christian Philosophers, 9.4, (1992), 409-435, (p. 413), doi: 10.5840/faithphil19929434]  [3:  Frederick Christian Bauerschmidt, Thomas Aquinas: Faith, Reason, and Following Christ (Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 143.] 

The significance of Chapter 1 for theology is that Anselm describes the knowledge and understanding of God as something that cannot be attained through human reasoning alone. Instead, understanding stems from a relationship between the believer and God, where the believer gains knowledge through divine guidance. This reflects Anselm’s wider understanding of theology, where theology is not simply about collecting information about God; rather, it is a journey that is expressed through a search for God and personal relationship with Him. While reason does have a place in the understanding of God, it is a reason that is shaped by faith. This explains why the first chapter of Anselm’s Proslogion is a prayer, rather than a detailed explanation of who God is. 
A strength of Anselm’s approach is that it approaches theology as involving both spiritual transformation and intellectual curiosity. Instead of completely separating knowledge of God from devotion, Chapter 1 shows that theological understanding is connected to prayer and dependence upon God. However, this approach may be problematic for those who do not share Anselm’s Christian assumptions, as this approach is dependent on the acceptance of divine revelation. Regardless, Chapter 1 remains a significant reading for theological study, as it demonstrates the exploration of the relationship between humanity and the divine.
Athanasius – On the Incarnation of the Word 
Athanasius’s work On the Incarnation of the Word begins by arguing that humanity was created in fellowship with God. Humans are able to know God, as they were created through His divine word, “in his own image”[footnoteRef:4]. Unlike any other being, humanity was created with the ability to know God, meaning that man had a unique relationship with God. Therefore, the Word is central to Athanasius’s understanding of humanity’s original purpose; the same Word that created humanity later became incarnate to restore humanity after the Fall. However, Athanasius argues that this relationship between God and humanity was later disrupted when man “turned away from the contemplation of God”[footnoteRef:5]. [4:  Athanasius, ‘On the Incarnation of the Word’, p. 3.]  [5:  Athanasius, Incarnation, p. 4. ] 

Athanasius does not see sin as simply breaking a rule; instead, by turning away from the Word, humanity causes corruption to spread, as humans separate themselves from the source of life. Scripture warns that “dying you shall die”; Athanasius interprets this not as a single event but as the beginning of continued corruption. As humans exist by drawing their existence from God, then turning away from Him does not simply bring a punishment; it means becoming “progressively stripped of existence”.
The beginning of On the Incarnation of the Word spends a significant amount of time on Creation and the Fall before mentioning Christ; however, Athanasius explains that this foundation is necessary so that the reader may understand “the reason he came down”[footnoteRef:6]. Therefore, Athanasius believed that if corruption is humanity heading towards non-existence, as opposed to a debt that can be forgiven, then the original creator must be the one to reverse it. Athanasius writes, “it was our transgression that drew out the loving kindness of the Word, so that the Lord would hurry to help us and appear among human beings.”[footnoteRef:7] From Athanasius’s point of view, the Incarnation was necessary to redeem humanity from its gradual corruption, and to steer man towards righteousness and devotion to God.  [6:  Athanasius, Incarnation, p. 4. ]  [7:  Athanasius, Incarnation, p. 4. ] 

While this excerpt provides a solid foundation for understanding the Incarnation, it does not detail the event itself. Athanasius purposefully structures the piece this way to ensure that readers understand the Creation and the Fall before attempting to make sense of the Incarnation. For theology, this matters because it ties both the Fall and the Incarnation into a single, continuous act of the same “Word”, while refusing to treat salvation as a separate ‘fix’ for corruption. Alister E. McGrath also notes the connection between creation and salvation, pointing out that Athanasius’s work is a “defence of the rationality of the incarnation”, reflecting on how the nature of Christ as a person is what makes salvation possible for humanity[footnoteRef:8]. This backs up the idea that Athanasius does not treat the Incarnation as a separate concept from the doctrine of creation; instead, it is something that follows from who the Creator is. [8:  Alister E. McGrath, The Nature of Christian Doctrine: Its Origins, Development, and Function (Oxford University Press, 2024), p. 141.] 

Karl Barth – The Word of God in its Threefold Form
The Word of God in its Threefold Form by Karl Barth essentially proclaims that there is only one Word of God, that comes to humanity in three forms: scripture, proclamation, and revelation, each depending on each other. Barth begins by claiming that "the presupposition which makes proclamation proclamation and therewith makes the Church the Church is the Word of God"[footnoteRef:9], establishing a foundation that the preaching of the Church has no independent authority as its own institution; instead, it relies entirely on something given to it from outside itself.  [9:  Karl Barth, The Word of God in its Threefold Form, p. 88.] 

Barth expands upon this idea through what he describes as four “concentric circles”, with each describing a separate way that the Word of God relates to proclamation. These include commission, theme, judgement and finally, what Barth considers the decisive fourth circle: “the Word of God is the event itself in which proclamation becomes real proclamation.”[footnoteRef:10] To Barth, the first three circles are not sufficient, as a preacher could still possess these as external qualities added onto ordinary human speech. But the fourth circle describes something significant happening through the act of preaching, rather than any ordinary external factor.  [10:  Barth, Word of God, p. 93.] 

Barth describes the fourth circle as being “the miracle of revelation and faith”; proclamation is not simply “human willing and doing”; instead, it is “God’s own act.”[footnoteRef:11] This does not mean that the human side of preaching is void; instead, the preacher is speaking as themselves, with all the limits of a human, but the words become God’s speech too. This is not something that can be achieved through skill or sincerity; it only happens through an act of grace. [11:  Barth, Word of God, p. 93.] 

Through his writing, it is clear that Barth opposes the Roman Catholic doctrine that the truth of Church proclamation is guaranteed through the institution and through apostolic succession. For Barth, the Roman Catholic belief risks undermining the power of God’s word through a human structure, rather than through God’s own act. But despite this, Barth does not believe the total opposite of this; treating proclamation as valid because a preacher’s message is sincere or persuasive. Both of these approaches, in Barth’s view, attempt to obtain something that cannot be obtained, since it is only God’s act that can turn human speech into real proclamation. 
Broadly, Barth’s account opposes the idea that revelation is a method that can be reduced to a technique that theology masters, instead claiming that theology remains dependent on an event that cannot be guaranteed, or repeated at the preacher's will. As Paul Avis notes, for Barth “the church can only attest, point or signify; it cannot mediate, except by a miracle.”[footnoteRef:12] This reinforces Barth’s point that the church itself cannot guarantee that it is preaching God’s word. This shows that Barth was not simply criticising Roman Catholic theology; he was stating that no Church of any kind can turn its own words into God’s Word by claiming the authority to do so.  [12:  Paul Avis, Review of Thomas Christian Currie, The Only Sacrament Left to Us: The Threefold Word of God in the Theology and Ecclesiology of Karl Barth (2016), Ecclesiology, 14.1 (2018), pp. 91-122, (p. 121) < https://brill-com.uwtsd.idm.oclc.org/view/journals/ecso/14/1/article-p119_119.xml?rskey=i46rGb&result=1> [accessed 30 July 2026]. ] 

Amos Yong – I Believe in the Holy Spirit: From the Ends of the Earth to the Ends of Time
I Believe in the Holy Spirit by Amos Yong describes what, from his perspective, is a gap within Western Christian theology: pneumatology and the neglect of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Yong challenges the common understanding of the Spirit as the “’shy’ or ‘hidden member’ of the Trinity”, arguing that this “tells us only half the story when assessed in a world Christian context.”[footnoteRef:13] Yong describes pneumatological thinking across various traditions and cultures, using these perspectives to reconstruct the third article of the Nicene Creed for a modern, global audience[footnoteRef:14]. [13:  Amos Yong, I Believe in the Holy Spirit: From the Ends of the Earth to the Ends of Time, p. 14. ]  [14:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 24.] 

Yong’s approach “proceeds along three lines... Eastern Christian understandings of the Spirit… recent Majority World perspectives… developments in pentecostal-charismatic and renewal theology.”[footnoteRef:15] For example, from an African perspective, Yong notes that the Spirit is viewed as a “grant ancestor”, and observes that this is “a kind of pneumatology from below”, where the Spirit “mediates communication between the human and celestial domains”[footnoteRef:16]. Yong then highlights the Western approaches' contrast to this, arguing that “if Western thought spiritualizes, soteriologizes, and eschatologizes the work of the Holy Spirit, African thought focuses on the material, physical, and socioeconomic work of the Spirit”[footnoteRef:17]. From reading this, it’s understood that there has never been a single understanding of the Holy Spirit through Christian history; rather, different cultures have understood doctrine in various ways. [15:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 15.]  [16:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 21.]  [17:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 22.] 

Yong uses the third article of the Nicene Creed: “We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and Giver of life, who proceeds from the Father, who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified, who spoke by the prophets.”[footnoteRef:18] as his organising structure for the rest of his essay. He explains that he uses parts of the Nicene Creed to bring in ideas from non-Western and Majority World theology in order to build a pneumatology that remains rooted in history, but speaks to a modern audience[footnoteRef:19]. For example, Yong shows how Pentecostal theologians such as Koo Yun have used the East Asian concept of chi to rethink how God can be understood through non-Christian cultures[footnoteRef:20].  [18:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 25.]  [19:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 25.]  [20:  Yong, Holy Spirit, p. 30.] 

What makes Yong’s writing significant is that it refuses to categorise the Holy Spirit as a single historically understood concept, but also works within the boundaries of the Nicene Creed. By assessing the Nicene Creed alongside non-Western understandings of the Spirit, he takes a global approach to systematic theology. A criticism of this writing could be that due to the essay spanning multiple centuries and cultures within a single chapter, this could be limiting when attempting to engage with any one tradition.
Alister E. McGrath – The Doctrine of Salvation
Alister E. McGrath’s chapter, The Doctrine of Salvation, discusses how salvation is understood in Christian theology, including a set of competing “theories of atonement”. He argues that many have suggested that the phrase is misleading, as it suggests that “a theology of salvation focuses primarily on the rationalization of the process of redemption.”[footnoteRef:21] Essentially, this phrase suggests that salvation is simply a puzzle with a single correct solution; that there is only one correct explanation for Christ's death and how it saves individuals, and theologians are competing to find it. McGrath notes that this term first appeared in the nineteenth century, making it a modern concept. Adam Johnson argues that applying it to theologians such as Calvin is anachronistic, since these writers would not have understood their own writing in these terms[footnoteRef:22]. [21:  McGrath, Christian Doctrine, p. 139.]  [22:  McGrath, Christian Doctrine, p. 141.] 

McGrath presents an alternative to the “theories of atonement”; instead of there being a single correct solution, he believes that all of these components are linked together: “Like a spider's web with multiple strands and nodes, this overall vision of salvation is given coherence”.[footnoteRef:23] This image suggests that Christians do not need to choose one single idea; instead, the different aspects such as sacrifice and healing support and reinforce each other. [23:  McGrath, Christian Doctrine, p. 142.] 

McGrath uses Anselm’s Cur Deus Homo as an example to show where this type of theorising goes wrong. He argues that Anselm’s concept of “satisfaction” makes Christ’s death into “a payment which has lost any direct connection with the person of Christ.”[footnoteRef:24] To McGrath, this idea is problematic, as it separates Christ as a person from the benefits of salvation, treating it as a type of transaction rather than something inseparable from who Christ is. McGrath does not simply disregard Anselm, however, noting that Anselm’s primary aim was to display “the rationality of the incarnation”, as opposed to describing in detail how salvation truly works[footnoteRef:25].  [24:  McGrath, Christian Doctrine, p. 149.]  [25:  McGrath, Christian Doctrine, p. 149.] 

This approach is useful for theological study as it refuses to reduce a complicated concept such as salvation into a single, easy explanation. Instead of attempting to replace Anselm’s satisfaction theory, McGrath tries to use it alongside other biblical ideas of salvation, such as sacrifice and healing, without any single image dominating the other. This is similar to Anselm’s own writing in Proslogion, where he uses both prayer and reasoning together, instead of treating them separately. McGrath treats salvation as something that should be understood and experienced, rather than being solved. This is a useful idea for students of theology: that doctrine is not always about simply finding one “correct” answer, but is about understanding how multiple insights can be held together, even if they do not fit into a single system. 
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