[image: image1.png]


3d: Christianity and modern science

Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 1
Galileo and the church

[image: image2.jpg]


Galileo

In 1615 Galileo did something that was to get him into considerable trouble.  He wrote a very long letter to the Church in Rome explaining why the Church authorities must be careful when telling the people what to believe about astronomy.  The Church was teaching that the earth was at the centre of the universe.  Galileo believed firmly that the sun was at the centre and knew that before long someone would prove it and the Church would look foolish.  Before Galileo, another astronomer called Copernicus has suggested that the sun was at the centre of the universe.  Galileo, who was a loyal supporter of the Catholic Church, wanted it to address this issue to avoid embarrassment.   There were many in the church that found this challenge very threatening.

Galileo was a forceful personality and did not mind too much if he upset people who disagreed with him. He also had something to say about the manner in which theologians were reading the Bible. It could be read, he said, so that it did not conflict with the way the universe was ordered. Here was a situation in which Galileo, a natural philosopher, was trying to show the church how to interpret the Bible and the church was telling a natural philosopher how the universe was ordered! There were some powerful members of the church who were sympathetic to Galileo’s views but preferred him to treat his theories as if they were only that - theories.  

In 1632 Galileo wrote and published a work which compared the sun-centred and earth-centred theories, but did so in a way which offended Pope Urban VIII.  Moreover, he did not follow the advice of the Church and discuss the ideas as theoretical only.  He wrote about them as if they were conclusively true.  Despite Galileo being a loyal member of the Roman Church, he was put on trial and sentenced to house arrest for life.  He had to state publicly that he rejected Copernicus’ views of a heliocentric universe when he was faced with the Inquisition.  

Why did this disagreement take place between a sincere ‘scientist’ and the Roman Church in the early years of the 17th century?  Was it really about what was at the centre of the universe?  There seemed to be plenty of people with authority in the church who found Galileo’s position appealing.  Some secretly agreed with him, some were more open about it.  Or was it about who was best qualified to interpret the Bible?  The Roman Catholic Church had for centuries had complete control over this and was keen to maintain the status quo.  The Roman Catholic authorities did not want to cause confusion among the people by re-viewing the meaning of key passages in scripture. If people were given leeway to think for themselves about how to read the Bible, they feared that chaos would follow. 

Had Galileo been more diplomatic in the way he put his views forward, they may have been received more sympathetically. He lived a long life, working for most of it as an engineer, teacher, philosopher and inventor.  He was employed by one of the most important families in Italy as a practical problem-solver.
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