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GALILEO AS SCIEN
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Duke of Tuscany, Cosima II de Medici,
was allowed to stay at the residence of
the Tuscan ambassador to Rome. During
part of the proceedings, he was housed
in the personal apartments of the Inquisition prosecutor. For the entire span of
the trial, there are only a few days that
the record is unclear about where Galileo
was housed. Perhaps he was housed in
a prison cell for a few of these days, but
such treatment would hardly amount to
Voltaire's "groaning in the dungeons."
It is true that Galileo was sen\
tenced to house arrest by the
Inquisition for the final
decade of his life, but
Church authorities ex- ,
hibited flexibility in
how they interpreted
this. For example, the
pope allowed Galileo to visit his friend
the archbishop of Siena and stay with him
for 5 months on his way
•
back home to Florence.
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Third, Galileo failed in assembling compelling evidence for heliocentric cosmology, much less proving
them with Voltaire's "irrefutable truths."
His magnum opus on heliocentrism,
the Dialogues on the Two Chief World Systems, is, as the title indicates, framed as
a conversation between friends on the
strengths and weaknesses of Ptolemaic
geocentrism and Copernican heliocentrism. While Galileo offers a number of
arguments against tenets of the Ptolemaic view, such as the notion that the heavens are of a qualitatively different and
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perfect kind from the sublunar realm,
Galileo's arguments in favor of heliocentrism are probabilistic and speculative.
Galileo regarded his most compelling
argument for heliocentrism to be that
the rotation of the earth on its axis along
with its orbit around the sun provided
the best explanation for the motion of the
tides. In making this claim, Galileo rejected the theory of astronomer Johannes
Kepler, who linked the tides to the rotational pattern of the moon around the
earth. Of course, Kepler was right
and Galileo wrong about the
tides. So much for Galileo's "irrefutable proofs"
of heliocentrism.
Fourth, despite the
implication that Galileo was a scientist fighting against the Church,
it is worth noting that
Galileo regarded himself throughout the trial, and to the end of his
life, as a good Catholic. The
Galileo case therefore is not an
instance of the Catholic Church op- "·
pressing someone outside of its proper ~
jurisdiction. It is an internal dispute be-~
tween Catholics about how to reconcile a ~;
scientific theory with the teachings of the ~
Church. Related to this is the point just~
addressed: the dispute was not between:
scientific assertions on the one side (Gal-~
ileo's), and bare theological assertions on it
the other (by the Church). It had rather
to do with the impact of scientific claims ~
on interpretation of the Bible, and there- ~
fore with a complex mix of empirical~
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evidence for the scientific theory and
theological issues about biblical interpretation. Galileo himself was engaged
in a project to show the compatibility of
scientific discoveries and Christian doctrines. As such, the case demonstrates
that Galileo is not a representative of
science against faith, but a model for the
integration of faith and science, as Pope
Benedict XVI noted in a homily in 2009.
Galileo was therefore not martyred
by the Catholic Church for advocating
heliocentrism. Of course, it is still true
that Galileo was found guilty of "vehement suspicion of heresy" and forced to
recant, and his book barred from publication. It is further true that the Vatican
took centuries to acknowledge formally
that heliocentrism is the most reasonable
cosmological model for the planetary
system of which earth is a part, and that
admissions of wrongdoing in the Galileo case by Church officials have dribbled
out in small doses, including as recently as Benedict's final address as pope to
the clergy of Rome on February 14, 2013.
Why did the Church treat Galileo in the
way it did? Does this indicate general opposition to scientific research, or the assertions of faith against scientific reason?
The short answer is "no." No single
institution in the late medieval and early
modern periods provided more funding
for scientific research, and sponsored
the work of so many working scientists,
than the Catholic Church. At no time did
this project of scientific research exist in
a theological vacuum. But in Galileo's
time the theological challenges of the
Reformation complicated the Church's
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response to scientific activity. The question of scriptural interpretation, and the
related question of who was qualified to
interpret scripture, was particularly volatile in this context. And yet central to
Galileo's defense of heliocentrism was an
argument about scriptural interpretation.
Moreover, Galileo further exacerbated
the controversy by presenting the views
of defenders of the Ptolemaic system, in a
book ostensibly offering a neutral review
of the competing theories, in the mouth
of a rather clumsy and simple-minded interlocutor. For good measure, he named
the character Simplicio-''simple-minded," as one might translate it-and it
did not help that the views so described
sounded rather like those of Urban Vill
himself. So there is no doubt that the
Church's response was defensive. Further, there is some evidence that Galileo's
decision to publish the Dialogues was regarded as an aggravated offense because
of his agreement with Bellarmine in 1616
not to hold, teach, or defend Copernicanism; though there is some historical controversy about exactly what status this
"agreement'' had and how binding it was
on Galileo. In short, the Church erred;
but its error was more political-theological than it was anti-scientific. It was a
mistake for the Church to interfere with
the disciplinary competence of the science of astronomy, the claims of which
must be decided by the appropriate sorts
of astronomical evidence. The Church
did not live up to its general standard
of support for science in Galileo's case,
but the idea that Galileo was persecuted for doing science is untenable.+
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through the mercy of God
rest in peace. Amen. ~
SOURCES I FURTHER READING for the GAll LEO ARTICLE:
William!;:. Carroll, "Galileo, Science, and the Bible," Acta Philosophica 6 (1997):5·37Maurice A. Finocchiaro, "Myth 8: That Galileo Was Imprisoned and Tortured for Advocating Copernicanism," in Ronald L Numbers, ed., Galileo Goes to Jail and Other tvfyths about Science and Religion (Cambridge,
MA: 1-larvard University Press, 2009), 68-78.
Galileo Galilei, The fssential Galileo, Maurice A. Finocchiaro, ed. and trans. (Indianapolis, IN: 1-lackett,
2008).
Rodney Stark, "God's 1-landiwork: The Religious Origins of Science," Chapter 2 of For the Glory of God
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), 121-99.
William A. Wallace, "Galileo's Science and the Trial of 1633." Wllson Quarterly (Summer 1983):154-64.

OF POSSIBLE INTEREST
STUDENTS FOR LIFE
WEEKLY MEETINGS
Wednesday, 7:30PM,
at the Catholic Studies House
Contact Justine Portillojportillo®zagmail.gonzaga.
eduu

SOCRATIC CLUB
UPCOMING EVENTS
Friday, November 22, 4:0()..5:30 PM, CG 101
Topic: "Remembering C. S. Lewis Through Favorite Passages of His Works"
Speakers: A panel of C.S. Lewis experts and
admirers
Friday, December 6, 4:0()..5:30 PM,. CG 101
Topic: "The Hidden ness of God"
Speaker: Dr. Richard McClelland

Contact Dr. Calhoun-calhoun@calvin.gonzaga.edu
gonzagacrux.webs.com

Backpages I 31

