ORIGINS — PHYSICS 43/RELIGIOUS STUDIES 43 — PAPER — SPRING 2008

Comment the following excerpt from Galileo’s “Letter to the Grand Duchess
Christina” (1615) from the point of view of a modern-day physicist, a historian, and
a scholar of religion. In particular discuss Galileo’s use of the scientific method in
the context of its scientific implications, the view of the Catholic Church at that
time, and the relationship between science and religion in light of the concept of
myth discussed in class.

This class fulfills the GE writing requirement, therefore your essay should be at
least 1,800 words long. Also, your essay will be much richer if you tie your
comments to other readings that you already have done for the class. Keep in mind
that you are not required to do a textual analysis of the ENTIRE passage, but you
can select specific themes or issues raised in this excerpt that you decide to comment
on.

Finally, remember that the paper is due on or before May 27th 2008.

“Well, the passage of time has revealed to everyone the truths that I previously set forth;
and, together with the truth of the facts, there has come to light the great difference in
attitude between those who simply and dispassionately refused to admit the discoveries to
be true, and those who combined with their incredulity some reckless passion of their
own. Men who were well grounded in astronomical and physical science were persuaded
as soon as they received my first message. There were others who denied them or
remained in doubt only because of their novel and unexpected character, and because
they had not yet had the opportunity to see for themselves...

In order to facilitate their designs, they seek so far as possible (at least among the
common people) to make this opinion seem new and to belong to me alone. They pretend
not to know that its author, or rather its restorer and confirmer, was Nicholas Copernicus;
and that he was not only a Catholic, but a priest and a canon....

The reason produced for condemning the opinion that the earth moves and the sun stands
still in many places in the Bible one may read that the sun moves and the earth stands
still. Since the Bible cannot err; it follows as a necessary consequence that anyone takes a
erroneous and heretical position who maintains that the sun is inherently motionless and
the earth movable.

With regard to this argument, I think in the first place that it is very pious to say and
prudent to affirm that the holy Bible can never speak untruth-whenever its true meaning
is understood. But I believe nobody will deny that it is often very abstruse, and may say
things that are quite different from what its bare words signify. Hence in expounding the
Bible if one were always to confine oneself to the unadorned grammatical meaning, one
might fall into error. Not only contradictions and propositions far from true might thus be
made to appear in the Bible, but even grave heresies and follies. Thus it would be
necessary to assign to God feet, hands and eyes, as well as corporeal and human
affections, such as anger, repentance, hatred, and sometimes even the forgetting of’
things past and ignorance of those to come. These propositions uttered by the Holy Ghost
were set down in that manner by the sacred scribes in order to accommodate them to the



capacities of the common people, who are rude and unlearned. For the sake of those who
deserve to be separated from the herd, it is necessary that wise expositors should produce
the true senses of such passages, together with the special reasons for which they were set
down in these words. This doctrine is so widespread and so definite with all theologians
that it would be superfluous to adduce evidence for it.

Hence I think that I may reasonably conclude that whenever the Bible has occasion to
speak of any physical conclusion (especially those which are very abstruse and hard to
understand), the rule has been observed of avoiding confusion in the minds of the
common people, which would render them contumacious toward the higher mysteries.
Now the Bible, merely to condescend to popular capacity, has not hesitated to obscure
some very important pronouncements, attributing to God himself some qualities
extremely remote from (and even contrary to) His essence.

This being granted, I think that in discussions of physical problems we ought to begin not
from the authority of scriptural passages but from sense-experiences and necessary
demonstrations; for the holy Bible and the phenomena of nature proceed alike from the
divine Word the former as the dictate of the Holy Ghost and the latter as the observant
executrix of God's commands. It is necessary for the Bible, in order to be accommodated
to the understanding of every man, to speak many things that appear to differ from the
absolute truth so far as the bare meaning of the words is concerned. But Nature, on the
other hand, is inexorable and immutable; she never transgresses the laws imposed upon
her, or cares a whit whether her abstruse reasons and methods of operation are
understandable to men. For that reason it appears that nothing physical which
sense-experience sets before our eyes, or which necessary demonstrations prove to us,
ought to be called in question (much less condemned) upon the testimony of biblical
passages which may have some different meaning beneath their words. For the Bible is
not chained in every expression to conditions as strict as those which govern all physical
effects; nor is God any less excellently revealed in Nature's actions than in the sacred
statements of the Bible.”



