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Process Paper 
 
I chose Galileo Galilei and the heliocentric model as my topic. Galileo promoted the 

theory of heliocentrism, which defines the modern understanding of astronomy and cosmological 
bodies. His run-in with the Catholic Church shows how overarching world events can sweep up 
the lives of ordinary people. 

To begin, I started by researching about Galileo’s life in general. Reading about all of his 
life accomplishments helped to provide some context before I zeroed in on heliocentrism. I was 
able to find information about it, but finding a reliable and authoritative source proved to be 
quite a challenge. I shifted from looking at websites in general to searching for books and 
academic papers on Google Scholar. I found a book called When Science and Christianity Meet, 
which details the complicated relationship in history between religion and science. This book 
provided valuable information on exactly why Galileo’s ideas were rejected by the Church. A 
little more searching led me to an independent report titled The Inquisition's Semicolon. This 
report has photos of the original documents from the trial, as well as an in-depth analysis of the 
effect of his trial. I then found an essay within a book, titled Science and Religion: A Historical 
Introduction. This source gave me information about Galileo’s life before the religious 
inquisition. While websites provide good information, I turned to books in print to provide new 
perspectives. I’ve begun looking at a translation of Sidereus Nuncius, or The Starry Messenger. 
It details all of Galileo’s major findings at the time, and goes in depth into his evidence and 
support for heliocentrism. Perhaps most exciting is a website, famoustrials.com. This website has 
a lot of information about the Galileo Affair. Beyond that, it also has links to many important 
primary sources from major characters in the Galileo Affair. 

I chose to write a paper about the Galileo Affair. Considering the sheer amount of 
information there is, a paper ensures that all the facts will be presented, and nothing will be left 
up to interpretation, which is possible in other presentation mediums. 

The Galileo Affair was not a situation of breaking barriers, but rather creating one. The 
way the entire situation was perceived created a barrier between religion and science, but that 
was never the case. The Galileo Affair is generally taken as evidence that religion is an oppressor 
of science, and that it has historically repressed new scientific advancements. This view is 
extremely narrow, and ignores a large amount of important evidence, as well as context in terms 
of world events. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

The Galileo Affair: Opinions Creating Barriers  
 

To say that Galileo Galilei was an important scientist is a vast understatement. He made 

large contributions to astronomy, physics, engineering, mathematics, and overall standardization 

of certain scientific practices. However, the most widely known thing about Galileo’s life is his 

clash with the Catholic Church. In the 1500s and 1600s, religion played an important role in the 

political development of the world. Galileo did not willingly rebel against the Church, but was 

rather caught up in a tide of major world events that forced them to make an example out of 

Galileo. The idea that Galileo was rebelling against an antiquated and oppressive organization is 

very narrow, and ignores the larger context of the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Well before the Galileo Affair, religion had a strong control over the world, and was a 

major force in all that happened. To understand why the Galileo Affair happened the way it did, 

it is critical to understand the importance of religion during this time. The Age of Discovery 

began in the 15th century; it was a time period where European countries attempted to colonize 

as many countries around the world as possible, as this era was the beginning of globalization 

being seen as power. The conquering of non-European countries was not strictly limited to 

governments, seeing as the Roman Catholic Church also sent missionaries in attempts to convert 

native populations to Christianity. The amount of practicing Christians around the world began 

to skyrocket, and the role of Christianity and its importance in the world grew as well. However, 

not everyone agreed with the very strict teachings of the Roman Catholic Church. The 

Renaissance, with its emphasis on education, brought about an era of widespread literacy. Now 

that many more people were literate, it is all but expected that the Bible was one of the first to be 



widely copied and produced in many languages, considering the importance Christianity had in 

that time period. This mass distribution of The Bible is what caught the attention of Martin 

Luther, a German monk. He thought that the church had become an organization that sought to 

hold power above all else, even more so than actually spreading the message of Christianity. It is 

commonly believed that Luther initiated what is known as the Protestant Reformation when he 

published his 95 Theses, a collection of his thoughts on the Catholic Church and their abuse of 

power in a quest to stay important. To quote the work of undergraduate Nickie Cranz, “The vast 

system of confession, pardons, absolution, indulgences, sacred relics, and ceremonies gave the 

male clerical hierarchy immense power over its largely illiterate flock” (Martin Luther Stands in 

History…). These practices are the exact things that Luther believed was wrong with the Catholic 

Church, and as such, took measures to protest them. He was largely ignored at first– the Church 

had no idea that Luther’s ideas would be so pervasive. Their first attempt to curb Luther and his 

beliefs came at the Diet of Worms in 1521. He was formally asked to recant his statements 

against the Church, and when he refused, was excommunicated. He believed that “he could not 

submit [his] faith either to the pope[sic] or to the council, because it is as clear as noonday that 

they have fallen into error and even into glaring inconsistency with themselves” (Luther’s 

defense at the Diet of Worms, 1521). Luther’s fervid dissension from and disrespect of the 

Church and their authority is seen as the impetus that began the Protestant Reformation. From 

there, his ideas quickly spread throughout Europe, with strongholds of the Protestant belief 

forming in locations far away from Rome, where the headquarters of the Catholic Church was 

located. In a bid to preserve power and shut down the Protestants, the Church enacted the 

Counter-Reformation. As is evidenced by the name, it was a movement that went against the 



ideas of reforming the Catholic Church. The Counter-Reformation began with the 1545 

convening of the Council of Trent, a group of high level church officials, designed to find a 

solution to the ever-growing threat that was the Protestants. For example, the Council of Trent 

decided that “[r]egulars, of whatsoever order they may be, may not preach even in the churches 

of their own orders, unless they have been examined and approved of as regards their life, 

manners, and knowledge, by their own superiors, and with his license” (Council of Trent, Fifth 

Session). Establishing that only certified and approved officials in the Catholic Church were 

allowed to interpret the Bible severely limited the ability of the Protestants to spread their ideas, 

considering that it was now considered a crime to do so. This, despite being a 

setback for the Protestant Reformation, only served to slow the growth of 

those beliefs down, not to curb them entirely. It may seem that the Church was 

making a much larger deal out of this than necessary, but during this time, the 

Scientific Revolution was replacing religious doctrine as the common source 

of understanding the universe. Prior to this, scripture was the public’s main 

source of understanding for the way the universe worked, and science was 

seen as complementary to this. The church was historically an avid 

supporter of science, because cutting-edge scientific discoveries simply 

aided in supporting the Bible. However, this began to diverge at the dawn of 

the Scientific Revolution. Now, new ideas were coming into play that 

worked on their own as ideas, and even contrasted scripture at times– for 

example, the new discoveries in the diversities of species on Earth began to 

go against the biblical idea of Creationism, where God created the Earth. 



There were also new debates on the orbits of the planets– Ptolemaic Geocentrism, the biblical 

cosmological model, was under attack by Copernican Heliocentrism, the belief that the Sun was 

the center of the universe, not the Earth. Beyond these two examples, there are many other ideas 

of the Church that science began to move away from. However, the scientific community was 

relatively small, and even within the community, many scientists still held their beliefs in 

geocentrism. Needless to say, this means that heliocentrism did not take a very strong hold at 

first, between the scientific resistance and the public conviction in geocentrism. One scientist 

who believed very strongly in heliocentrism was Nicolaus Copernicus. Copernicus had a 

distinguished career in science, specifically astronomy. Throughout his life, he believed in 

heliocentrism based on rigorous examination of all the available facts. However, he held these 

beliefs in secret, for fear that his beliefs would upset the Church. In 1543, he published a work 

known as De Revolutionibus, or On The Revolutions. In it, he details all his support and evidence 

that suggested that the geocentric model was wrong. To placate the pope (Pope Paul III at this 

time,) he dedicated the foreword to him. Perhaps more important, however, is that Copernicus 

specifically treated heliocentrism as a hypothetical system, rather than assuming it to be true. 

Whether the Church intended any ill will towards Copernicus is unknowable, as he died later in 

1543, the year of De Revolutionibus’ publication. Copernicus’ relative lack of notoriety meant 

that the Church had less to worry about when he published what they saw as subversive ideas. 

This exact idea is what makes Galileo’s encounter with the Church so much different. 

Galileo, unlike Copernicus, had a long and very productive career that catapulted him 

into the public eye. Early in his scientific career, he was already making huge advancements in 

science; for example, discovering the moons of Jupiter, or the motion of pendulums. He also 



worked towards the standardization of scientific practices, and could be considered one of the 

first “experimental” scientists, as evidenced by his methodical procedures in experimentation. 

His vast contributions to science as a whole led to him gaining a certain degree of notoriety with 

the public. This “fame,” for lack of a better term, meant that anything he did was broadcast far 

more than anything Copernicus had ever done. This is exactly what complicated Galileo’s 

situation with the Church. He first came into conflict with the Church in 1616, over his 1610 

book, Sidereus Nuncius. In this book, Galileo detailed his findings based on observations he 

made through a telescope. He talked of the moons of Jupiter, and the shape of the Earth’s moon. 

He firmly believed that based on what he had seen, a geocentric system was inconsistent. 

Sidereus Nuncius caught the attention of the Church almost immediately. Between the raging 

Protestant Reformation, and the growth of the Scientific Revolution, any threat, even one as 

relatively insignificant as Galileo, represented a threat to their declining power. Thus, the Church 

made a clear order to Galileo: 

 

“It is set forth that the doctrine attributed to Copernicus, that the Earth moves 
around the Sun, and that the Sun is stationary in the centre of the world and does 
not move from east to west, is contrary to the Holy Scriptures and therefore 
cannot be defended or held” (Letter from Cardinal Bellarmine to Galileo, 
05/26/1616). 

 

Galileo, fearing the might and retribution of the Catholic Church, ceased his work in 

heliocentrism for nearly a decade. However, things changed when Pope Urban VIII was elected 

to the papal throne in 1623. Galileo had developed a friendship with him years prior, which paid 

off in allowing Galileo to continue his work on heliocentrism. There was one stipulation– 



Galileo was required to treat the Copernican system as purely hypothetical, so as not to anger 

many important members of the Church. Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems 

was the book Galileo eventually released with his newfound permission from the head of the 

Church. However, the book was hardly up to the standards Urban specified. It not only treated 

Copernican heliocentrism as a fact, it presented the arguments for geocentrism through the 

character Simplicio, meaning “Simple One.” At one point, Simplicio wonders; “Is it not there 

first proved that there are no more than three dimensions, since Three is everything, and 

everywhere?” (Dialogue Concerning The Two Chief World Systems, Galileo). This argument is 

somewhat nonsensical and not based in any scientific facts. To have the character defending 

geocentrism be so dumb not only seems to be an indirect criticism of those who believe in 

geocentrism, but comes off as a challenge against God, seeing as God put the Earth stationary in 

the center of the universe according to the Bible. Once he read Galileo’s work, Pope Urban was 

infuriated. Urban called Galileo to Rome to defend what he had written. Galileo had not only lost 

a friend through his work, but his largest and most important supporter. At the mercy of the 

Roman Inquisition, an organization designed to punish those who commit crimes of heretical 

nature, Galileo was declared “vehemently suspected of heresy:” this meant that the Inquisition 

could imprison him at their leisure. And they did, sentencing him to house arrest until his death 

on January 8th, 1642. 

Galileo’s life was certainly complicated, and while painting him as a hero who rebelled 

against the anti-progressive ideals of the Church makes for an interesting story, that perspective 

severely oversimplifies the larger religio-political context of the time. If the Church actually had 

issues with the idea of heliocentrism, then surely they would have punished Copernicus as well. 



This shows that the false hero narrative creates a barrier between religion and science that did not 

exist prior to the Galileo Affair. Additionally, Galileo’s hero narrative may overshadow his 

numerous achievements he made throughout the course of his life, painting him as a martyr of 

scientific beliefs rather than the contributor to science that he was. 
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