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The Crime Against Galileo

The doctrine attributed to Copernicus, that

the earth moves around the sun . . . is con-
trary to Holy Scriptures and therefore cannot
be defended or held.

Cardinal Bellarmine

In 1163 at the Council of Tours, Pope Alexander III decided that
it should be the task of the clergy to search out heretics. The rec-
ommended procedure was known as an inquest, in which wit-
nesses would submit suspicions of heresy to an inquisitorial
board who would then investigate the implicated heretics. The
heretics under investigation would not be informed about the
specifics of the suspicion, nor would they know the identity of
their accusers. If convicted, the heretics could be excommuni-
cated, which would mean, among other things, that they would
go to hell when they died. The threat of excommunication was
usually sufficient to persuade thg most convinced heretic to
change his mind. Some heretics still refused to recant, however,
so about a century later, Pope Innocent IV, clearly misnamed,
authorized the use of torture in the process of interrogation to
help with the persuasion.

In 1592 the now-experienced Inquisition put a renegade
Dominican monk named Giordano Bruno in prison for heresy.
Bruno had dared believe in Copernicus’ new astronomy and
had even speculated that the universe might be infinite, filled
with many worlds populated by diverse peoples. After eight
years of imprisoning Bruno, the Inquisition tied him to a stake
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at Campo del Fiori and burned him alive. His ashes and his
boldness were scattered to the four winds.

On October 1, 1632, a third of a century after Bruno met his
untimely death, another old man received a summons to appear
before what had by then become the most frightening examin-
ing committee in human history—the Inquisition of the Roman
Catholic church. The old man under summons was crippled
with arthritis and had developed a serious double hernia condi-
tion, which required him to wear an iron truss much of the
time,

The timing was ominous. The Black Plague was spinning
its evil web across Italy, gathering almost half of the population
into its fatal snare. The historically omnipotent Roman Catholic
church was watching the termites of reformation nibble at its
foundations. Rome had been sacked a century earlier, and Spain
had taken control of much of the Italian peninsula. Politics
seemed unable to solve the domestic crises, and people were
looking for figures of authority in whom to trust. The untimely
summons would require a difficult journey of 200 miles, for
winter lay deep on the countryside. Medical authorities pleaded
with the church to leave the old man alone, but they were not to
be dissuaded.

So, on January 23, 1633, the old man set out for Rome to ap-
pear before the Inquisition on charges of heresy. Unlike Bruno,
the old man was not a professional theologian. He was just a
scientist, and his heresy was purely scientific. He was accused
of holding the opinion that the sun is the center of the world
and immovable and that the earth moves.

The old man was Galileo Galilei, and the trial stands as the
focal point of the historical conflict between science and reli-
gion.

Outline

This chapter introduces the Galileo affair in some detail. In
preparation for the analysis of scientific creationism, which we
will argue is analogous in many ways to the former anti-Galileo
movement, we will be considering the theological, biblical, and
scientific dimensions of the Galileo affair. We will see how
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Galileo’s antagonists argued that the radical Copernican hy-
pothesis was unscriptural, unscientific, and impossible to recon-
cile with Christian theology. We will then see in subsequent
chapters that these are exactly the arguments now being used
by the scientific creationists to attack the modern theory of evo-
lution.

History Repeats

There is a remarkable similarity between the Galileo affair
and its modern equivalent—the antievolution movement. There
is thus a valuable lesson to be learned by studying the Galileo
affair, one that aids immensely in dealing with its contemporary
reincarnation.

The story of Galileo is like a gem with many facets, each of
which yields a different perspective on the gem, yet none of
which can be said to provide a complete picture. Each of the
various facets has its own cast of characters, its own heroes and
villains, and its own lessons to be learned. Just when it seems
Galileo looks most like a persecuted scientific martyr, victim-
ized by a closed-minded and power-hungry church, the light of
history will catch another facet of the gem and Galileo will look
like an arrogant, cantankerous, self-serving social climber.
When the light shifts again, the church will appear as an unwit-
ting third party in the dispute, drawn into an irrelevant scientif-
ic argument.

In this chapter we will be considering some of the facets of
the Galileo incident, ever mindful that there are other facets
with their own and different stories to tell. In particular we will
examine the very specific conflict between the literal truth of the
Bible and a particular scientific theory. The scientific theory was
that of Copernicus, the Polish priest/mathematician who sug-
gested that the earth was moving about the sun and thus was
not located at the center of the universe.

Copernicus’ new astronomy grew out of the difficulties he
had encountered in explaining the paths of the planets from the
perspective of a stationary earth located at the center of the uni-
verse. Copernicus found that it made more sense to account for
the observations by assuming that the earth went around the
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sun, and not vice versa. Copernicus knew, however, that his
ideas would be difficult to reconcile with the teachings of the
Church. He was right, and his ideas were eventually challenged
on both biblical and theological grounds.

The Biblical Challenge to Copernican Astronomy

Some of the opposition to Copernicus came from those
who read the Bible in a certain very literalistic way and felt his
cosmology was incompatible with the Scriptures. Adherents to
this extreme literalist position pointed out that Joshua com-
manded the sun, and not the earth, to stand still. The Psalmist
declared that the earth “is firmly established; it cannot be
moved” (Ps. 93:1); the sun is described as running: “Its rising is
from the end of the heavens, and its circuit to the end of them”
(19:6, RSV). The Bible seemed to be quite clear about both the
position and the immovability if the earth.

If modern readers could somehow read the Scriptures
without the powerful influence of recent tradition, they would
probably also conclude that the Bible teaches that the earth is
stationary, But we no longer believe that the earth is stationary,
and those biblical passages that seem to claim otherwise have
been reinterpreted over the years.

We should not be surprised to discover, however, that the
Bible claims that the earth is stationary. After all, every one of
the biblical writers lived at a time when a stationary earth was
the prevailing view. If the inspired authors of Scripture had
written that the earth was moving around the sun, their writ-
ings would have been dismissed by their contemporaries as
nonsense, not preserved as valuable sources for theology.

Modern biblical literalists insist that the Bible does not
teach that the earth is stationary. They claim that the biblical
scholars who challenged Galileo and Copernicus were incom-
petent and incapable of interpreting the Bible properly. If they
had been smarter, they would not have imputed such falsehood
to the inspired Scriptures. But this list of incompetent biblical
scholars includes some very important figures. In addition to
the Roman Catholic scholars, who included Cardinal Bel-
larmine—“one of the greatest theologians the world has
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known"'—Martin Luther, John Calvin, and many of the key fig-
ures in the Protestant Reformation fall under the cloud of this
indictment.

The obvious question arises: Why were all biblical scholars
convinced that the Bible taught that the earth was stationary
until such time as science clearly demonstrated that this could
not possibly be true? Why was it so easy for them to read the Bi-
ble and discover an earth-centered universe within its inspired
pages? And why is it that no modern biblical literalist can find
any of these biblical arguments that were so convincing to their
medieval counterparts? What is it about the modern approach
to the Scriptures that finds them saying something different
than they did in the Middle Ages? Can it be that even biblical
literalists are so influenced by their worldview that they read
the Bible in such a way as to provide confirmation for that
worldview?

The medieval theologians were not incompetent; they were
honest biblical scholars who failed to understand the influence
that their worldview exerted on their interpretation of Scrip-
ture. Similarly, the modern fundamentalists are not incompe-
tent. But they also fail to recognize that they are bending the
Scriptures to support their worldview, Each of us wants to be-
lieve that all the authorities we trust agree with one another. We
trust the Bible; we trust science. Surely they must, therefore, be
in agreement.

The Theological Challenge to Copernican Astronomy

In addition to the biblical challenge, there was also a signif-
icant theological challenge. Copernican astronomy must be re-
jwnn because it undermines the very foundations of religion it-
self.

It upsets the whole basis of theology. If the earth is a
planet, and only one among several planets, it cannot be

that any such great things have been done specially for it

as the Christian doctrine teaches. If there are other plan-

ets, since God makes nothing in vain, they must be in-

1. Andrew Dickson White, A Histary of the Warfure of Science twith Theolpgy in Chris-
tendony (Mew York: Free Press, 1965), 129, i 4
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habited; but how can their inhabitants be descended from

Adam? How can they trace back their origin to Noah's

Ark? How can they have been redeemed by the Savior?™

This argument seems foolish today. But the words in the Bi-
ble have not changed—only the worldview of the readers of

those words.

The Triangle of Conflict

The religious challenge to the new astronomy was not im-
mediate. In fact, the first challenge came from the academic sta-
tus quo, which we would call the scientific community. The
church even went along with the new astronomy for a while but
eventually was forced to take sides.

The Galileo affair must be understood as the complex inter-
action of three separate authorities: (1) the church, (2) the new
“science,” and (3) the medieval worldview, which the educa-
tional establishment accepted as absolutely correct.

1. The church was the Roman Catholic church, which had
assumed almost full control over the intellectual climate of the
day. The great schools in Italy were populated with priests, and
even much of secular science was being done by scholars direct-
ly affiliated with one of the orders of the Roman Catholic
church. Significant departures from church teaching were, in
principle, punishable by death, but some flexibility was allowed
in matters considered to be peripheral, such as esoteric ques-
tions of science and mathematics.

2. The new science was Copernicanism, specifically the
idea that the sun and not the earth was the center of the uni-
verse. Copernican astronomy was well known at the time of
Galileo but was widely interpreted as just a model’ of the uni-
verse rather than an actual description of physical reality. Its
popularity stemmed from the simplicity it lent to astronomical
calculations. Calendar-makers, for example, found it much sim-
pler to construct long-range calendars by assuming that the

2 Ibid., 130
3. A well-meaning associate of Copernicus had added a preface to his book that

proposed that the new theory should not be interpreted as description of physical reali-
ty, but rather just as a model.
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