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“What sorts of issues separated Galileo from the Catholic hierarchy in the early
1630’s? What lessons can we learn from the controversy?”

In the spring of 1633, Galileo was brought before the Roman Inquisition, tried, and
found guilty of heresy. It is a common misconception to assume that Galileo’s
condemnation by the Catholic Church is simply another example of the apparent
warfare between science and religion. We need to look at the events that preceded and
resulted in his trial to understand the crime he was perceived to have committed and
the implications for modern scientific and theological thought. 

Long before Galileo was even born, the notion of a geocentric universe had been
widely entertained for centuries. Aristotelian physics developed on the cosmology
proposed by Plato and pointed to the earth as the centre of the universe: it was thought
that terrestrial elements sought to find their proper place according to weight, and
consequently the earth fell to the centre. Thomas Aquinas, a thirteenth century
theologian and philosopher had ventured further to establish links between Greek
thought and Scripture. The medieval conception of the universe achieved a
harmonious unity between God, the world and man as it was seen to perfectly reflect
his love and wisdom. For hundreds of years the geocentric model was accepted as
doctrine, and gained favour within the early church. For Christians, the earth as centre
of the cosmos was crucial to the concept of salvation because it championed an
anthropocentric and hierarchical universe. 

Holes had already begun to appear in the geocentric model prior to the proposition of
the heliocentric theory such that the hypothesis underwent several reincarnations as
astronomers attempted to reconcile theory and practice to “save the appearances”.
Ptolemy tried to overcome problems with his device of the epicycle, but Ptolemaic
theory still couldn’t account for physical planetary motion. 

Galileo was a fervent sponsor of Nicholaus Copernicus who had begun in the early
16th century to challenge accepted views with his suggestion of a sun-centred
universe. Copernican theory dealt a serious blow to the Church in its removal of the
earth from the centre of the universe. Galileo promoted Copernicus’ views that the
earth orbited a fixed sun. The Roman Catholic Church took issue with this proposal,
which was contrary to Scripture that seemed to speak of a fixed earth. 

Although, as we will see, there were many issues that separated Galileo and the
Church, the principal objection was that the Copernican universe was at odds with the
traditional reading of the Bible. The proofs propounded in support of the Copernican
model were no more conclusive than other rival theories, which made it impossible
for many to accept the model as anything more than just a useful hypothesis. 

In his letter to Galileo, notable Roman Catholic theologian Cardinal Robert
Bellarmine stated, “If there were real proof…that the Sun does not go around the
Earth but the Earth around the Sun, then we would have to proceed with great



circumspection in explaining those passages of scripture which appear to teach the
contrary”1

He went on to say that he did not believe conclusive evidence had been provided to
prove definitely the truth or falsehood of Galileo’s assumption. Galileo’s assertion
was underpinned by empirical data, afforded by the recent innovation of the telescope,
yet Galileo’s observations, whilst concurring with the heliocentric model, could still
be entirely compatible with a geocentric model. Galileo was not able to disprove the
Ptolemaic theory any more than he could prove his own conclusively.

Eventually it was decided that the scheme of the earth encircling a stationary sun was
“false and altogether opposed to Scripture”2 and Galileo was forced to recant his
beliefs on interrogation by the Inquisition. 

It has not been until recent years that the Roman Catholic Church renounced its
condemnation of Galileo. Whether this reversal in judgment is tantamount to an
admission of error on the part of the Catholic Church is not as black and white as is
first apparent. Was Galileo right and the Church wrong all along? To answer this
question we have to go back and dissect the controversy surrounding the Copernican
model. Primarily, the Catholic hierarchy saw heliocentric theory as a direct attack on
the Bible. However since Christian thinking was inextricably linked to Aristotelian
Philosophy, any attack on Aristotle’s authority could be seen as a simultaneous attack
on the Bible. Consequently, the result was not so much science versus religion as
science versus the sacrosanct authority of Aristotle. 

It is already clear that the reasons behind accusations levelled at Galileo were
multifaceted. This was more than just a tale of science pitted against religion. It called
into question many issues that are still questioned to this day: biblical literalism, the
authority of the Catholic Church, the legacy of Aristotle and the relative importance
of biblical theology and natural theology. 

To return to the first point, it was common for people to hold inflexible views relating
to the interpretation of the Bible. Scripture was seen to be entirely infallible in that it
was a direct revelation from God, which led to its being understood using an
exclusively literal approach. Many simply rejected Galileo’s ideas “as contrary to
biblical passages implying a geocentric universe.”3

In his letter ‘Concerning the Use of Biblical Quotations in Matters of Science’ in 1615
Galileo tried to answer theological objections to the heliocentric theory. He warned
against the literal translation of the Bible saying “…it being true that two truths
cannot contradict one another, it is the function of wise expositors to seek out the true
sense of scriptural texts”, and further cautioned the church against transforming a
specific astronomical supposition i.e. the world as dictated by Aristotle into a matter
of orthodox faith. 

Furthermore, Galileo outlined two modes of interpretation that could be consulted
when faced with the apparent contention between literal translation of Scripture and

1 Quoted in Arthur Koestler, The Sleepwalkers, Harmonsworth, Penguin Books, 1968, p. 454
2 Ibid., p. 462
3 Ian G. Barbour, Religion and Science, HarperCollins, 1997, p. 13



scientific conjecture. The first is what Barbour terms Independence: Galileo believed
that often, due to their respective and often diverse end purposes science and religion
could and should be treated as two completely different entities. Since the relevance
of either theory would remain neutral in respect to the other, each could exist
separately in its own right. 

Barbour describes the second assertion as “potential conflict”. Galileo believed that
when literal biblical interpretation conflicted with scientific theory that had been
proved beyond doubt, a metaphorical reinterpretation of the Bible was called for. 
Despite his best efforts, Galileo’s views were met with hostility and only served to
deepen his rift with the Church. It was felt presumptuous that a layman such as
Galileo felt qualified to expound on how the Bible should be interpreted in the light of
new scientific discovery. 

Galileo often lacked tact, and was not content with presenting the Copernican
universe as mere theory – he took a realist stance on science and proposed the
heliocentric cosmos as the truth before which Scripture or at least the early Catholic
Church’s interpretation of it had to retreat. Cardinal Bellamine’s suggestion of an
instrumentalist view of science treated Galileo’s claims as a mathematical hypothesis,
useful as a calculating device for further scientific study, but did not credit them with
any physical truth. Galileo was keen to have his views recognised as a physical
hypothesis that pointed to a definitive truth of the earth and its motion. 

Galileo was as committed to his Christian faith as he was the pursuit of truth in
science, and as such, as Barbour puts it his “concept of God did not depart
significantly from that of classical Christianity.” 4 Nonetheless, his viewpoint seemed
rooted in an epistemology that lent itself more towards the importance of direct
observation than of scriptural authority. The medieval church had hitherto placed
much value on God’s revelation of himself through the Bible, and the perfect
marriage of theology and science had dominated cosmological thinking. Galileo
distinguished between biblical theology, or the Book of Scripture, and natural
theology, the Book of Nature – although he still had great faith in the Bible he
emphasised the relative importance of God’s relation to humanity through nature,
which had thus far been largely ignored. Thus, Galileo, perhaps without even
knowing it may have contributed to a movement that led to a decline in biblical
credibility, and later, deism, the rejection of all revealed religion. 

Although questions concerning biblical authority, it’s relevance to science, and the
influence of the Catholic Hierarchy were chiefly responsible for the division between
Galileo and the church, there were those who rejected Galileo’s ideas on the basis that
they were simply not common sensical. To a rational thinker in Galileo’s day it
seemed absurd to suggest that the earth moved about the sun, not least because the
earth felt stationary and the sun appeared to be moving. Additionally stellar parallax
was undetectable at the time such that distant stars did not seem to change their
position in relation to each other, as one would expect if the earth were moving. As
well as the Church, Galileo’s proposals were seen as a threat to the professional
standing of his contemporise who had so far had a monopoly on the education system.

4 Ian G. Barbour, Religion and Science, HarperCollins, 1997, p. 15



The issues surrounding the Galilean controversy carry many implications for the
function of modern science. In its eventual endorsement of Copernicanism,
Christianity adhered to what was seen by many as an essentially secular epistemology
that implied the supremacy of science over scripture. As Johnston put it, "To the
popular mind, the Galileo affair is prima facie evidence that the free pursuit of truth
became possible only after science 'Liberated' itself from the theological shackles of
the Middle Ages...the Galileo case is one of the historic bludgeons that are used to
beat on the Church.”5 As ever, it is not prudent for us to see things in black and white,
and this one incident does not allude to an inexorable incompatibility between science
and theology. 

Barbour questions whether we can truly generalise the interaction of science and
religion in the Middle Ages. There is a tendency to view each sphere as at war with
the other, but to do this would require a gross oversimplification of historical facts.
Moreover, modern science has dismissed any notion of God as all but irrelevant.
As we have seen Galileo would not have viewed it thus for he was a man of faith as
well as of science. Yet as Brooke and Cantor state, “there is something essential to
science and something essential to religion that keeps them perpetually at war”6 and it
is this assumption of science’s intrinsic disagreement with theology can seem
plausible when faced with a limited selection of historical particulars. When you
begin to inspect the story in its fullness, Cantor argues, “Galileo can no longer be
portrayed as the harbinger of truth and enlightenment who was pitted against
reactionary priests who refused to look through the telescope”. It is not “a
straightforward case of ‘religion versus science’”7 Historians have the task of
assessing the reasons leading to the demise of the harmonious coexistence of science
and religion. We may wonder whether the same situation in the hands of a diplomat
might have prevented the apparent theoretical polarity of theology and science that
was to follow the Galileo controversy. 

Contemporary theology often employs Galileo’s two-book concept to reconcile
science with religion. However, more often than not, the Book of Scripture ends up
yielding to the Book of Nature and it ends up that theology must compromise with
whatever modern science infers as truth. Consequently with the introduction of a
novel scientific theory, biblical interpretations must change accordingly to
accommodate the scientific thought of the day.

In an ironic turn of events it is now twenty first century science that has replaced the
church’s authoritative position of influence. There has been a move toward the
philosophy of naturalism and the masses are quick to persecute anyone who dares to
refute widely accepted scientific ‘dogma’. One lesson that the church can learn from
Galileo is that established philosophical truths are no substitute for Biblical truths
derived through careful exegesis – the Catholic church made the mistake of holding
firm to Aristotelian tradition above scriptural teachings, and their judgment was
clouded in the process. 

The heliocentric model had a greater impact than simply an improvement to planetary
motion. In his placing the sun at the centre of the solar system, Copernicus forced a

5 George Sim Johnston, The Galileo Affair 
6 Brooke & Cantor, Reconstructing Nature p.107
7 Ibid., p.110



change in our worldview, which brought about what Kuhn termed a paradigm shift.8

To accommodate the new system, certain biblical texts were re-examined and if
necessary reinterpreted. In his book Science and Religion, McGrath summarizes three
approaches to biblical interpretation: a literal approach, in which “the passage in
question is to be taken at face value”9, an allegorical approach, which highlights areas
of the Bible that are to be taken as poetic or non-literal accounts, and the
accommodation approach which “argues that revelation takes place in culturally and
anthropologically conditioned manners and forms, with the result that it needs to be
appropriately interpreted.”10 Here the emphasis is on extracting meaning that was to
the original readers social conditions etc. The combination of these methodologies
allow for a more flexible realm in which scientific exploration can operate, and is an
improvement on the overly strict literalism recommended by the early Catholic
Church.  

On the topic of scientific approach, Galileo had been preoccupied with the notion that
hypotheses ought to mirror the true nature of reality, and not just fit a set of
observations. Nevertheless, contemporary science would do well to bear in mind that
the discord between instrumentalist and realist scientific speculation is ever present,
with the realists advocating theories that attest to the profound truths of reality, and
the instrumentalists casting doubt on science’s capacity to grasp anything beyond the
empirical phenomena. 

The Galileo Affair signified an intricate union of empirical, hermeneutical and
epistemological factors, and serves to show that neither science nor religion should be
treated as having superior power over the other. Science may dispel an excessively
literal biblical approach, though it is important to avoid scriptural negligence and/or
ignorance in the pursuit of scientific development. 
A receptive attitude to the interaction between science and religion acknowledges that
both scientific exploration and belief in Scripture involve a degree of trust. Moreover,
as Luscombe points out, 

“Both involve the selective judgment of skilful practitioners who must persuade a
professional community of the value of their work. Both involve a mixture of the objective
and the subjective; both involve data and its interpretation. Both have a proper place for
tradition and authority.”11

By breaking the mould of tradition we may be surprised to find that we are able
to re-establish the reciprocal respect between science and religion that was once
upheld, and engender a system that allows science to inform and enlighten the
development of theology and vice versa.

On the surface, the Galileo Affair can appear to be just another case of the age-old
battle between science and religion, when in reality, it offers us remarkable insight
into the ways in which spiritual, cultural and ethical aspects can influence the
progression of science. Galileo managed to alienate almost everyone with his caustic
tongue and aggressive tactics. Had Galileo’s manner been as diplomatic as his

8 Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolution
9 Alister McGrath, Science & Religion, p. 9
10 Ibid. p.10
11 Philip Luscombe, Groundwork of Science and Religion, p.177



observations were lucid, it is worth considering whether the same voyage of scientific
discovery may have led to an outcome that was altogether very different.
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